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Chapter One: The Same Old Earth 


The Earth is a great place to visit, but | wouldn’t want 
to live there. In fact, the planet was in better shape than it 
had been in ages, thought Trevor. As the blue-green orb 
Slowly grew in front of him, he could see from space the 
changes thought miraculous a century ago. The Sahara 
Forest was thriving, interspersed with vast agricultural areas 
feeding the 130 million souls that lived there. Trevor smiled 
quietly to himself as he thought of the millions of people 
who said the planet was dying from an overdose of plant 
food. As it turned out, the hysteria was only being drummed 
up by the usual control junkies. Only when it was blindingly 
obvious to even the woke that the Earth was getting 
greener did that particular nonsense come to a stop. But, 
there was always more where that came from - the control 
freaks and their ridiculous predictions of doom - ever 
moving forward like shark’s teeth. That was why these trips 
were becoming less frequent. There was only so much the 
rational mind could take. But, the home planet was not fully 
industrialized and there were the routine supply forays that 
brought Trevor back to Earth for some good old fashioned 
black market trading. 


Of course trading could be an overly generous term for 
the rather one-sided transaction that usually took place. 
Having discovered several asteroids here and in the New 
System exceptionally rich in rare metals and other elements 
made things easier. Bartering with high purity osmium, 
rhodium, platinum, titanium or other coveted and 
untraceable commodities greased a lot of wheels. There 
were several successful mining operations in the Sol 
System, but the New System had evolved to more efficient 
means. No one asked questions and to Hell with the tax 


man. All parties were happy. Trevor thought it rather like the 
precocious American colonists trading with whomever they 
liked and may the British Crown be damned. Then again, 
Trevor descended from a long line of pioneers who 
maneuvered and innovated their way from under the twin 
Leviathans of government and polite society. After all, it was 
his great grandfather -- Marcus Aurelius Van Leeuwan -- who 
invented the very technologies needed to escape that 
nightmare in the first place. History was repeating itself. Just 
as those early colonists sought dark, quiet coves along the 
Atlantic coast to load and unload their cargo out of sight of 
the King’s customs men, the equivalent had been found in 
these times. 


Private islands with private ports, secure 
communications and the ever present convenience of shell 
corporations and the Mars banks required a lot of 
maintenance as well. Trevor’s contacts and middle men 
were making a very comfortable living. Part of their wealth 
was derived from these deals, but the majority of their pay 
was for keeping silent. Snoopers were the ultimate threat 
and more than one dealer or security man had been cut off 
from the gravy train for talking too much. Even then, are 
they going to go out and start telling people that they had 
been trading with another star system? They wanted to 
salvage what reputations they had left. The social controls 
were still stark - even in this century. People on Earth knew 
there was life elsewhere as it had been found over a century 
before on Mars and the moons of Saturn and Jupiter. The 
shock value had worn off and they figured it would be a very 
long time before any more significant contact was made. 
Microbes and fish -- how exciting is that? And, they simply 
did not have the technology to go looking elsewhere. 


The Earth loomed large in the window, nearly filling it 
now. The Pacific was below them along with their several 


ports in French Polynesia - Van Leeuwan Corporation’s 
(VLC’s) main port at Taha’a -- being today’s destination. Van 
Leeuwan Corporation was one of the few operations that 
paid in this territory into which the French still stubbornly 
hemorrhaged subsidies. The British were just as delighted to 
have them on Pitcairn Island. The irony of that facility on 
Pitcairn never ceased to amuse Trevor and his family. But it 
was a joke they could never tell anyone on Earth. He 
doubted they would find it funny that there was escape 
even from lonely Pitcairn - and by the same brand of 
humans who first sought it out. Yet why were so many from 
Earth living in those miserable Mars lava tubes recycling 
their own urine to grow vegetables if they didn’t find this 
planet stifling? It was only Trevor’s grandfather and friends 
who anonymously made the surface more livable by 
providing the first magnetic shield satellites to counter 
bombardment by relativistic particles. Why did Fletcher 
Christian and his band distain going back to grungy, class- 
driven England and prefer to stay in this paradise? Why did 
Russian monks continually move deeper into the forests to 
escape the Tsar? Civilization could kill a person as easily as 
cosmic rays or malaria. 


One didn’t normally take this slow leisurely pace 
touching down on a routine cargo run, but it was helpful for 
one’s psyche sometimes to take in the sights and ponder 
the big picture. Oceana was quite beautiful today. The ship 
did not care as she could be programmed for almost any 
kind of approach. Most of the basic principles worked out by 
great grandpa still governed her operation. Grandpa was an 
incessant tinkerer, but he had enough sense to stop when 
something could work reliably without more improvement. 
He could not stand working with those engineers who could 
never finish anything and hand if off to the people who 
needed to use it. Grandpa Marcus loved basic science and 
always had a hunch there was so much more there to 


discover. Why, he asked, did most basic research into the 
properties of electricity and magnetism stop after Faraday 
(for whom this ship is named), Maxwell, and Tesla? Years 
were spent in a Texas warehouse pursuing various 
experiments, sometimes crossing over into the more 
esoteric fields of physics. This generated a lot of results that 
surprised even him. But, he knew he could never let 
anything more than necessary go public. Human nature and 
the arbitrary hierarchies being what they were, those 
discoveries would not remain under his control for long. 
After all, Tesla’s final notes were never published and the 
era of big corporate science had begun with WWII - 
medicine even earlier. Worse than that, A/lied and Axis 
companies traded technology throughout the war! The 
ancient classic maxim from the movie Network still held 
true. There were no countries -- there were only 
corporations. Even if one developed a new technology in 
his/her garage, there were plenty of lawyers and 
bureaucrats who could make up excuses to steal it - such as 
National Security. 


At any rate, the Van Leeuwan Corporation was literally 
light years ahead of the Earth-side corporate magnates. 
Grandpa Marcus’ formulas and exquisite engineering could 
bend, twist, and squeeze space-time as easily as Earthside 
attorneys could reshape their morals and the /aw. It was 
best not to give even the slightest pretense for probable 
cause - not that any government really cared about that old 
trope. Still, VLC Earth facilities were vulnerable to the 
various military, mercenary and SWAT teams wandering 
about. Those muscle-heads didn’t listen to reason - they 
just did what their paymasters told them to do. The port had 
defensive systems available, but they were to be used only 
as a last resort. If one wanted to maintain a low profile, 
breaking out uber defenses would not be the way to 
accomplish it. 


Though the approach from space was slow, the drop 
through the last 20,000 meters was quick and precise - 
through the open roof of the hanger and touch down. Even 
out here in the boonies, it did not pay to have too many 
inquiring eyes. (The countless satellites were another 
subject.) With the roof moving back into position, Trevor 
moved down below to the cargo hold which was essentially 
empty. The ship’s large cargo bay doors were already 
opening to receive the latest consignment. He was 
purchasing a variety of equipment not yet available back 
home on Magellan. Adam Smith's invisible hand took a long 
time to develop in a new world where there were only 11 
million people. This shipment included the latest machine 
tools, additive manufacturing units of various types from 
heavy machinery to chip making equipment, materials 
processing and development items for building up New 
System industries. Along with this, a good collection of the 
latest scientific and medical literature was being uploaded 
into the Faraday’s memory. In any case, he had a reliable 
crew working with the ground personnel here for keeping 
everything in order. Trevor was handling the payments in 
(now) precious metal ingots himself and began pushing the 
cart toward his office. He would be meeting and paying his 
various agents over the rest of the week. 


As he began stacking the ingots onto the shelves in his 
walk-in office safe he admired the view out the window over 
the campus to a calm sea. It was a beautiful day. In fact, the 
days were never really terrible here. The weather 
modification arrays made sure that the worst typhoons 
could not do any real damage. If one could bend space 
itself, then locally diverting a tropical storm was not that 
difficult. The satellites could watch it happen in real time but 
no one could distinguish it’s path from random chance. The 
rain was great, as long as there was no flooding. He was 
surprised that no curious characters had ever asked how 


they had been so lucky! Some of the staff were out surfing 
or Sailing on their days off. If he could squeeze it in, he 
might join them himself, though the beaches on Magellan 
were just as spectacular. His first appointment was 
tomorrow, so probably not. 


The office itself was spacious with large windows facing 
the ocean. The opposite walls were dressed in some 
extremely exotic hardwoods he had imported from 
Magellan. He loved the intricate grains of the various types 
so much that he brought them here. Trevor didn’t think 
there was much chance of someone chiseling any off for 
DNA analysis. What they might find was not exactly DNA. 
One had to live a little and take a few chances. This was his 
showpiece and home away from home where he made his 
deals to move the colony forward. One thing that was still 
true on Earth was that one had to show off a bit to impress 
people. At any rate, the décor was more for himself than it 
was for them. But enough of soaking in the ambiance; his 
secretary Meghan (live -- not Al) had let him know that one 
of his field agents was there for their scheduled meeting, 
but had some important information for him - and that he 
looked nervous. 


Jeremy Vaughn came in hurriedly and paced in front of 
the large desk of solid amber. (He never asked where that 
came from.) He told Trevor that his people had checked out 
all of the additive manufacturing equipment that was being 
loaded. There were machines for metals, ceramics, and 
organics. Everything seemed to be working perfectly. Trevor 
already had all of this information and was passing the 
contracts across to Jeremy who fumbled for his pen. All the 
places for him to sign had been indicated by the sterling 
Meghan. It was obvious that he was trying to form words 
while he signed away and his prepackaged sums of precious 
ingots were pushed across the desk. Finally, when he 


finished and took a quick look at his payment, he sat down 
on the edge of one of the large leather high backed chairs In 
front of the desk. 


“Do you remember Dieter Hoffmann from that German 
satellite company?”, asked Vaughn. It had been a while, but 
Trevor replied, “Yeah, he always wore those thick navy or 
black turtlenecks and those retro plastic framed eyeglasses. 
And that cologne - that was the worst! What was it, 
raccoon?” 


“Well he’s been asking a lot of questions since then,” 
said Vaughn. “Questions like why did VLC want to buy so 
many satellites and never launched any of them? | mean, 
the guy is in the satellite business so | guess he has a pretty 
good handle on who is launching what and when. Though he 
hasn’t asked me directly yet. If he does get around to it, 
then what should | tell him?” 


Trevor replied, “Do you think he’ll ask you? | mean, we 
did pay premium in order to get the first of that type off the 
line. It shouldn’t matter to him what we do with them. Didn’t 
you get them to sign a full non-disclosure agreement? 
That’s built in to all of our contracts anyway - unless some 
clever lawyer has found a loophole.” Trevor knew that Dieter 
was throwing smoke screens but this one was a bit too close 
to home. He would have to talk to him about that the next 
time he saw him. 


“Yeah, yeah, all that is in the contract and should be 
solid. But they started getting anxious about getting some 
performance data on this new line.” remarked Vaughn, “So 
they are dropping coy hints at cocktail parties about Van 
Leeuwan Corporation secrecy again. | never promised them 
any performance data anyway. Maybe we'll be lucky and it 
will just blow over.” 


Trevor sat back and put his dark tan cowboy boots on 
the desk. “Every five or ten years, VLC runs into this kind of 
thing. Mostly it’s just competitive jealousy. We come up with 
our own innovations but maintain them as Trade Secrets. 
And then one of our scientists wins a Nobel Prize! Being a 
private company, there is nothing they can do about it. 
What do you think? Are they going to try to reverse 
engineer our products? Good luck! Look, there are still trade 
secrets out there for soft drinks and fried chicken that have 
never been cracked.” 


Vaughn relaxed a little and sat back. “I know, | know, 
we’ve seen this before - the social media whispering 
Campaigns and conspiracy theories. We've always slipped 
through. Though | have to say that some of the theories are 
pretty damned good! Some are almost right on the money!” 


The more relaxed Vaughn got, the more agitated Trevor 
became. “We'll figure something out. It’s just too bad that 
we needed those satellites in such a hurry. My fault! | 
thought we could slip this one through. Still, I’m glad we 
don’t have to go through that archaic song and dance 
relying on reaction engines to deposit our satellites into 
orbit, only for us to barely utilize the ones there and pluck 
the one’s we needed out of orbit claiming they 
malfunctioned. What a huge waste of time and money that 
was - all for the sake of appearances! That’s why | want to 
get our own more advanced satellite production going ASAP. 
Why did the Chinese have to come up with such good 
satellite retrieval vehicles? That’s all we need -- having 
some government spooks sniffing around accusing us of 
launching without a permit! If there is a way to hand out 
parking tickets in Earth orbit, those bloodsuckers will find 
hoa 

Vaughn figured it was time to take his ingots and go. 
Maybe he had stirred up a hornet’s nest unnecessarily. He’d 


head back to the guest bungalow and try to catch some 
waves today. His business here was done - cash in hand -- 
headache officially transferred. Was it time to start drinking 
yet? He smiled to Meghan on his way out and got a nice one 
in return. He was going to enjoy the day while he could. 


Trevor was mildly stewing after his meeting with 
Vaughn. Let them whisper, he thought. VLC had been 
maintained, in large part, to counter this kind of thing. He 
had thought of winding things down in the Sol System, but 
there was always another reason to stay. The company had 
been family run from the beginning and remained private - 
far less disclosure to the SEC was required. No patents were 
ever filed because, by and large, if anyone tried to reverse 
engineer their most essential products (and moneymakers) 
they would harmlessly self-destruct. That feature was so 
much stronger than a patent. There was a lot of spiritual 
and philanthropic work to be done here. Van Leeuwan 
University trained some of the brightest minds on the planet 
free of charge. Of course, getting in was a course in major 
hurdles - and staying there the same. There were no sons or 
daughters of the CCP. No /egacy students who might skate 
in on their Senator mother’s coattails. All had scores of 
companies wanting to hire them on graduation. Once good 
students got in, however, there were some fantastic 
opportunities for some. How many astronomers were able to 
actually study a mini black hole from orbit? How many 
would be able to study a species based on something other 
than carbon? The downer was that you could never tell 
anyone about how you got your insight. But, your 
theoretical work based on your observations would be sure 
to get you some attention and stories about space aliens 
would get you nowhere fast. In any case, a significant 
proportion of these students became colonists on Magellan 
in the end. Oh well, he thought, back to the problem at 
hand. 


Deep in his gut he knew people would be snooping and 
asking idiotic questions like, “When are you going to apply 
for a launch permit for those satellites?” Permits for this and 
licenses for that. A license to go out and work, a license to 
stay at home and work -- it was all extortion. Right from the 
beginning cities and States wanted license plates for the 
recently invented automobile. There weren’t even any 
roads! Horses were the ones dropping 20 pounds of manure 
in the streets each day and they didn’t require permission to 
use the public thoroughfares. Later, they wanted money for 
permission just to have a car even if it never left the 
property. And of course the traffic signal was invented 
almost immediately to extract more cash. 


Chapter Two: With Friends Like 
These... 


Trevor took a deep breath and asked Meghan what was 
in store for the rest of the day. She had come up through the 
ranks and was fantastic. She practically was VLC Earthside. 
Just a luncheon at the Admiral’s Club with the local 
dignitaries and another contract signing was all that was on 
the agenda. Sounds easy enough, he thought, but looks 
could be deceiving. The local dignitaries were gracious 
enough. They had to be since VLC was propping up the local 
economy. Frowning, he remembered that they were still 
politicians and appointees. They always had their hands out 
for more - both above and below the table - and even their 
bosses got curious from time to time. Therefore it was SOP 
for them to try increasing their percentages 24/7/365. What 
else did they have to do? These islands practically ran 
themselves. Maurice Levoisier, the President, was a 
wonderful example. He claimed to be a relative of the 
famous Antoine Levoisier who first isolated and discovered 
oxygen; he had all of the energy but none of the brilliance of 
his ancestor. And, unlike that famous ancestor, he was not 
sticking his neck out for anyone if the payoff was not high 
enough. With him was the ever present security -- slash -- 
bag man -- Francois Lévéque. Someone told Van Leeuwan 
that several of Francois’ ancestors held similar positions 
under the Vichy regime and he had no reason to doubt it. 


And here he was, seated at the same table as these 
two characters. There was the overdressed Levoisier in his 
blue tunic, President’s sash and sword; dying to make his 
speech or toast or whatever. Then there was his sidekick in 
the same old dark suit and thin dark tie. At least Lévéque 
had taken off his ridiculous not-for-the-tropics fedora. The 


sunglasses stayed on, of course, though they were under 
the shade of a large canopy. The luncheon was another fill-in 
event, it seemed, for the local gentry who didn’t know what 
else to do all day. Levoisier was rambling on about the 
island economy and the need to work together as a team in 
public-private partnerships. Though Trevor had been drifting 
off, this kind of talk always set off his alarm bells. Hadn’t 
VLC already been doing this? Hadn’t they paid for the newly 
expanded port facilities including accommodation for the 
local fishing fleets? Not to mention several locally owned 
workshops did a great deal of business with his company. 
Tourism and fishing were probably a third of the economy 
while VLC and related businesses made up the rest. Public- 
Private-Partnership just means that private does all of the 
work and government gets all of the credit. Trevor waited for 
the other shoe to drop. 


Levoisier sat down after the polite applause and his 
obligatory bow. It’s amazing he hadn’t put an eye out with 
that ridiculous sword. He smiled and made small talk with 
the rest of the guests at the table through the first course 
then turned in Trevor’s direction. Here it comes, he thought. 
“You know Monsieur Van Leeuwan, I’m partial to that tried 
and true method of MBWA as you Americans say - you know 
- management by walking around. As President of these 
islands, | like to have a good working knowledge of what my 
constituents’ hopes, needs, and goals are. We are all in this 
together n’est-ce pas? As your recent build out of the harbor 
Showed us - a rising tide does lift all boats, does it not?!” 
Trevor was still waiting for the punch line as he sat perfectly 
still without showing any reaction. 


“How long are you in islands for this time, Mr. Van 
Leeuwan? You know | would just love to have a tour of your 
facilities. | have not done so since your latest expansion.” 
There it was... the veiled bureaucratic threat. / authorized 


you and ! own you, so! can go wherever | like, whenever | 
like. This is what these bureaucrats live for, thought Trevor. 
They’ve never built anything with their own two hands, yet 
want to claim control over all those who did. “You know, 
your Excellency, this is a short trip for me with several 
meetings planned far in advance.” Levoisier didn’t flinch. Of 
course this was just the response he was expecting. Their 
relationship had always only been a formal one. Each had 
despised the other from Day One. They were not chummy. 
They did not play golf together. They only attended these 
meaningless functions. Trevor knew he would probably have 
a better time of it if he at least pretended to get along with 
these people, but they were just too different - too slimy. He 
did his best and was always courteous, but only to a point. 


“My people tell me that VLC has not gone through their 
final inspection and approval for this round, are they right? | 
was thinking | could, peut-étre, take care of both of those 
tasks myself? It would save you some trouble and a lot of 
time -- aS a personal favor, of course. Otherwise these 
things can get awfully messy and inefficient. We are both 
very busy men, no? | myself must be travelling to Berlin 
very soon to meet with my counterparts.” Trevor had to 
fight to keep the smile on his face as he thought of a reply. 
“When are you travelling, your Excellency? | might be able 
to squeeze you in at the end of the week, say Friday 
afternoon?” Levoisier’s face lit up like the proverbial cat that 
had swallowed the canary. He thought he had him this time 
or was about to get something on the great Mr. Van 
Leeuwan. “Fantastique, Monsieur Van Leeuwan! | will have 
my people arrange it with your marvelous Meghan at once!” 
Trevor still had a smile. It was so phony it hurt his face to 
keep it there. But the luncheon was ending and he had to 
scramble for a solution. It was back to the office ASAP but 
without that look of panic. Lévéque, of course, had been 


quiet the entire time - looking for any tells in Trevor’s 
behavior. 


Everyone filed out slowly and said their good-byes, 
until the next phony event or fund-raiser. It was an odd set 
out here in French Polynesia. Their ancestors were the 
second string of those well off enough to escape the 
invasion of migrants to their o/d countries. The indigenous 
population here tried to ignore them for the most part - 
except when pointing out the obvious irony. New Zealand 
and Australia got the first waves of this new type of refugee 
- their redoubts complete with underground shelters. Earth 
was still very livable, but people were getting on one 
another’s nerves. It was in the air. Levoisier was going to 
Berlin to meet with his counterparts. German and French 
politicians acting all cozy was never a good sign. Ever since 
that last time they tried to take over Europe and failed, they 
have been antsy. Even the Mars colonies were getting 
contentious. Already the French had built eight kilometers 
into a lava tube designated for the Russians and it was 
getting ugly. The Russians, even after all this time, still could 
not get their act together and had barely started to build out 
the claims they staked over 100 years ago. By all rights, 
they should have to give them up, being one of the largest 
countries on the home planet and no organizational skills, 
but such was Earth politics. SpaceX as the biggest player on 
Mars tried to referee some of the disputes with marginal 
success. VLC had a respectable presence on Mars, but until 
recently it was confined to shipping, mining or sales and 
information gathering. It would look strange if one of the 
biggest tech companies had no presence there. One had to 
keep a hand in as well as keep up appearances. Only a 
handful of trusted employees knew of their presence in the 
New System. VLC preferred to back other ventures and keep 
out of the limelight there. 


The lunch gala had taken place near Papeete but now it 
was time for Trevor to get back to Taha’a to get his people 
started squaring everything away for Levoisier’s snooping 
tour. More than likely it would be Meghan’s plan that was 
implemented. She practically ran the place and had almost 
instant recall of any fact, figure, or personality. He hopped 
into his levicraft, closed the canopy and started her up. 
Quietly the blades revved and the craft lifted off as the kick 
stands retracted. Turning, he moved slowly down the road 
and out over the water letting the computer take over as it 
searched for an available lane. Thankfully these islands 
were still so sparsely populated that there was almost never 
anyone in your inter-island hover lane. The computer locked 
on to an available track and moved the craft up to about 40 
meters above the gentle waves turning North-West for home 
away from home. The speed increased to 250 kph while the 
trusty sensors scanned for birds or other hazards. Laying 
back in the comfortable leather seat he put in a call to 
Meghan back at VLC HQ. 


“Meghan, hello!” said Trevor. “You'll never guess what 
our friend the President would like to do!” She jumped right 
in before he could finish, “You mean a dog and pony show 
this Friday? Yes, | bet you two were barely out of sight of 
each other before | got the call from his chief of staff. I’m 
already on it. Any residual construction trash is being 
cleaned up and we’re started putting everything in order.” “1 
feel better already,” Trevor sighed. “I’m already on my way 
back from Tahiti so | should be there shortly. Say, just to be 
safe, there are murmurs about those satellites from OHB SE, 
as in ‘Where are they?’ | hope you can get some of our best 
people on some kind of contingency plan?” Meghan 
quipped, “We’re all over it Chief!” 


At least communications were airtight. Developing 
secure communications was how Grandpa Marcus started 


this whole empire. He managed to implement QSDC 
(Quantum Secure Direct Communication) on a microchip 
that could be incorporated into any communication system. 
Overnight every company in telecommunications had to 
have these chips. They were the biggest sensation since the 
smart phone. Governments hated it, of course, and many 
resisted for a long time with this law or that. It was just too 
bad. The people wanted it and the time was right. No one 
could bow to that kind of pressure, not even governments. 
Once it was explained to people that their communications 
simply could not be spied on, or if they were, you would be 
instantly notified someone was listening, there was no 
putting that genie back in the bottle. Of course there were 
still a few hold outs, but what could they do? The best part 
was, no competitor could duplicate it even if they thought 
they knew how it worked. They tried for years, but every 
attempt to reverse engineer the chips just destroyed them. 
It was a money machine on the order of Howard Hughes’ 
drill bits. As the chips were rapidly implemented into the 
networks, the most interesting thing happened - or didn’t 
happen. The fear mongers claims that crime would 
Skyrocket or terrorism would be out of control simply never 
materialized. The stock market was not nearly as volatile as 
before -- but that should have told everyone something. The 
hacking problem dropped significantly. 


Van Leeuwan could see the Port of Taha’a coming up in 
the distance. It is such a beautiful day, he thought. No one 
Should be panicking on a day like this! The ship and boat 
traffic was increasing and the computer was making altitude 
adjustments to compensate. The craft decelerated as the 
VLC main building loomed larger. Then, moving up, she set 
down on the rooftop pad near the elevator to his office. 
Looking down onto the campus from the roof, Trevor could 
notice that the activity level had indeed increased. Damn 
they were good people, and Meghan worked them like an 


orchestra. It was only Tuesday so there should not be any 
reason that things are not ship shape by Friday morning. 
The issue at hand was still that bit about the German 
satellites. Had Hoffmann and Levoisier been in contact or 
possibly, Dieter and Leveque? Trevor wasn’t worried about 
the satellite company so much as their innocent questions. 
Their inquiries could supply ammunition to Levoisier, 
Léveque or any of their counterparts in the Franco-German 
government. At any rate, Meghan said she was on it, and 
that was enough. He wondered how she would be able to 
conjure half a dozen prospecting satellites that were already 
orbiting a planet in a distant solar system. 


All of the delivery contracts to VLC were signed off like 
clockwork and expedited to finish mid-day on Thursday. This 
was done in order to get the Faraday loaded and cleared out 
of the hanger as that was part of the President’s special 
tour. There would be nothing in it but lots and lots of empty 
by the time his entourage got there. The facility on Taha’a 
concentrated on specialty ship building and undersea 
mining equipment - all of it very, very large. That explained 
the hangar. But this only added fuel to the fire for anyone 
wanting to know why satellites would be trans-shipped so 
far out of the way. There was a launch facility in the islands, 
so it wasn’t a total stretch, but satellites are generally 
shipped there directly. Today was the day, however. Trevor 
hoped that Levoisier and his slew of government lackeys 
had been sufficiently feted in the company dining hall. The 
chefs had outdone themselves once again, he thought. Too 
bad it has been wasted on this horse’s ass and his minions. 
They would not appreciate it. Lévéque still had bits of 
Alaskan crab in his teeth, but who was going to tell him? 
They had toured the impressive dry docks with their high 
speed pumps. The assembly area for the deep sea boring 
machines was always impressive. Redesigned versions of 
some of these machines were used on Mars since a good 


lava tube was not always where you wanted one. Even 
those needed branches and niches. Services would 
definitely go for a premium since no one else wanted to pay 
all of the freight charges for such heavy machines even if 
they were delivered in so many pieces. 


VLC University had a branch here so they toured some 
of the labs. Graduate students and post docs were madly 
studying, classifying, and pondering uses for the diverse 
DNA of the South Seas. Mars did indeed have life on it, as 
the very first Viking Landers had determined. The problem 
was, it just wasn’t very interesting. They used almost the 
same DNA with the same nucleotides as Earth life with just 
enough differences to let you know it was alien. In addition, 
the mad dash of the colonists had pretty well contaminated 
the surface at least. The truth was that there was nothing 
very distinctive about these bugs other than being tough 
enough to live in an extremely cold, salty environment in a 
near constant state of suspended animation. These traits 
were primarily the study of those who thought humans 
should enter the same state for long space trips. 


All the while, Levéque’s eyes were moving over every 
unopened door or room divider while he made less than 
subtle hand signs to Levoisier. Levoisier looked a bit sleepy 
from his huge lunch. Yet he didn’t fail to mention the last 
building they had not entered. Meghan told him that it was 
nothing interesting - just more clean rooms. That did the 
trick. Levoisier insisted that they all go check it out. It was a 
matter of duty with him now as President and inspector. So 
they all marched across the quad to the last building. There 
was an observation corridor so they did not all have to get 
into bunny suits. The people inside were used to being Jn 
the fish bowl and went about their work. The last room was 
larger than the rest with five platforms. Each platform had a 
large cloth cover over whatever was in place on top of it. 


Trevor was trying to usher everyone outside to end this 
thing. Of course Levoisier stopped and held both hands up 
in the air, “Attendez un moment, Monsieur! Please ask your 
technicians to raise those covers please.” Trevor tried to 
protest, but Meghan spoke into the intercom to the 
technicians in the room. “Go ahead, boys, let’s let our 
visitors see what’s behind the curtain.” 


One by one the covers were raised. Under each cover 
was a bright shiny satellite with solar panels contracted and 
various parts wrapped in Mylar and gold. Prominently 
affixed to each one -- an OHB logo and German flag. 
Lévéque looked confused and Levoisier a bit crestfallen - 
but perhaps his lunch feast made up for it. It appears that 
these satellites were not orbiting in unauthorized space. 
Perhaps their information had been faulty. Though everyone 
was told to refrain from photography, there was almost 
nothing anyone could do about it these days. The cameras 
were so bloody small and could be hidden anywhere. Some 
people even had them implanted under their skin. At any 
rate, Levéque swore he was not missing a trick, at least not 
in the long run. 


Levoisier made good on his promise and signed off on 
all of the government inspection documents Meghan 
indicated. He looked a bit grim but couldn’t renege in front 
of his audience. At any rate, he posted that phony smile 
once more and shook hands with everyone. Trevor and 
Meghan waved to them all as they entered their oversized, 
black, luxurious; taxpayer funded levicraft and ambled off 
over the ocean. He turned to her with the inevitable 
questioning look. “I had those weather satellites brought 
over from the launch facility, since we still had them in 
stock,” Meghan said. “I did some digging and figured that 
neither Levoisier nor his side-kicks knew that much about 
satellites and that appears to be the case. Neither of them 


has probably ever seen one up close and personal. Then | 
had the machinists make up 5 sets of OHB emblems with 
German flags to attach there in plain sight.” Trevor gave out 
a great sigh of relief, “Once again, Meghan, you have 
worked your magic!” Trevor said and gave her a big kiss on 
the cheek. “I'll take it for now, but you know these things 
are never really over.” 


As the President’s party ambled SE over the Pacific 
back to the capitol, under the vast blue skies of Oceana, 
Levoisier squirmed in his plush leather seat. He was a bit 
tipsy from that fabulous luncheon, but figured it was Friday 
afternoon and he was the boss, so what the hell? He told the 
limousine bar to pour him one of his best Cognacs. The rest 
of the group was lost in their own pursuits or having VR 
conferences with people -- who knew where. He thought 
that this time for sure he would have something to 
contribute at his next meeting in Berlin. His spies inside the 
VLC campus were low-level, but they came up with good 
intelligence once in a while. This time it was the stacking up 
of great shipments of equipment from several different 
companies - and no evidence of transshipment to points 
beyond. However, since they were low-level moles, they 
didn’t have high enough level clearances to pursue their 
leads. Van Leeuwan Corp was a big prize - one of the few 
purely private entities on Earth or anywhere else. Its 
business was done quietly at the highest levels of 
excellence and professionalism. They never advertised and 
as far as anyone knew there had never been a serious 
complaint against them. Their competition in and out of 
government - and the difference was difficult to ascertain - 
was always looking for a chink in the armor. Any means - 
legal or extralegal -- to get a peak under the hood at their 
fabulous technology was a constant pursuit. If only he could 
be the one to ease the camel’s head under the proverbial 
tent, he would be set for life. Levoisier was nearing the end 


of his Cognac and pondered another, but he had to keep his 
head clear for a while. VLC could be dumping their brand 
new equipment into the depths of international waters and 
there was not a thing he could do about it. 


Chapter Three: The Stowaway 


Kimberly McDonough had been with the Corp for 
almost two years. Before that she had been a Starliner pilot 
making the Mars-Earth runs for a decade. That was rather 
hum-drum stuff and she was known for being a bit of a dare- 
devil (when she could get away with it.) She thought of it 
rather like the surface truck drivers in the days of old, or 
maybe an airline pilot. The jobs took skill, concentration, 
and quick thinking at times, but the challenging days were 
past. Even today with the best ion-drive rigs out there, the 
Mars-Earth run was still 5-7 weeks depending on the orbits 
and Isaac Newton did most of the driving. That’s a lot of 
time to think about one’s future. She had run into Van 
Leeuwan’s right hand --Meghan on one of her cruises. She 
invited her to dine at the Captain’s table one evening and 
they became fast friends. Both being very dynamic people, 
they recognized this trait in the other and before long they 
were spilling out their life stories. Now, Meghan, and most of 
the rest of those who spent time both around Sol and the 
New System were constantly looking for top talent. Kimberly 
seemed to meet the requirements for both VLC and New 
System colonist. She had almost no family ties back on 
Earth or Mars; she was definitely undertaxed in her job, on 
the lookout for new opportunities and took to new 
experiences like a fish to water. 


And now she was the captain of the Faraday. Too bad 
they can’t see me now, she mused, though she had been 
voted most likely to exceed. She was interrupted by a 
warning she had never encountered before. “Intruder Alert, 
Intruder Alert,” the calm voice stated in the not overly loud, 
but unignorably male British accent of the ship’s computer. 
“Infrared readings are being tracked between Decks 4 and 
5. Please advise.” Kimberly switched one of her viewers to 


show a diagram of the ship layout and zeroed in on the 
infrared tracks for the last 10 minutes. It was pretty 
uninteresting to start with. There was just a red blob off of 
the main cargo deck. Then about 5 minutes later, the blob 
widened out, getting kind of blurry but turning into a line 
moving down the corridor of Deck 5 and up the stairs to 
Deck 4, slowly moving down the Deck 4 corridor. At this 
point, Kimberly flipped on the local lighting so it would track 
the infrared path. “It’s a goddamned stowaway!” Kimberly 
grumbled aloud to her first officer. “I wonder how he 
managed to stay out of sight of eyes and sensors the whole 
week! He must have found just the right electro-magnetic 
hidey-hole and only moved about when we did.” The first 
officer stood there with his arms crossed, staring at what 
appeared to be a rather frightened young man on the 
viewer, trailing a long red blurry tail to the lower deck. First 
Officer, Justin Oh -- never at a loss for words -- just said, 
“Yup.” 


“Well at least it gives us something to do,” Kimberly 
chuckled. “It sure adds a little something to doing figure 
eights between the Earth and the Moon for the next few 
days.” Kimberly switched on the local intercom to speak to 
their visitor. “This is Captain McDonough of the cargo ship 
Faraday speaking. You are not authorized to be aboard this 
ship! Please stay where you are and you will be escorted to 
the detention area.” Justin smiled at the Captain with the 
unspoken query, “What do you mean ‘detention area’?” 
“Computer, please close off the intruder’s area at the 
nearest convenient points,” Kimberly requested. “Path to 
Deck 5 sealed. Main corridor on Deck 4 secured from 
intruder,” replied the computer. “Ok, Justin, let’s go. Do you 
want to be good cop or bad cop? Either way is alright with 
me. This is my first stowaway. But let’s go by way of the 
main cargo hold - | have an idea.” 


The Captain and First Officer strolled down to Main 
Cargo while intermittently monitoring their catch on their 
portable monitors. He looked increasingly nervous, but was 
trying to be stoic at the same time. This was a younger guy 
-- blonde, muscular, tattooed and buzz-cut, possibly ex- 
military -- probably had never lost a contest in his life. On 
entering Main Cargo, Kimberly said, “Justin, look for one of 
those gravity carts would you?” As they walked between the 
rows of equipment, they looked for one of the large orange 
and white striped carts. Justin spied one and retrieved it out 
of its charging bay. Kimberly grabbed the remote from its 
cradle in the onboard panel and locked out local controls in 
favor of the remote. She set the cart for follow and they 
wandered over to the large elevators. “I can tell you have a 
few things in mind. | can hear the cogs turning inside your 
Skull,” said Justin, smiling. “You can be Bad Cop, of course.” 
The elevator arrived at Deck 4, with their prize in the next 
corridor over. With the cart following behind, they arrived at 
the door separating them from their visitor. Kimberly 
pressed the local intercom, “Please step away from this door 
back toward the opposite corridor bulkhead.” Their quarry 
had a pissed off look on his face now, but he reluctantly 
complied with the order. 


Quickly, Kimberly opened the door and commanded the 
gravity cart through the opening intending to close the door 
again behind it. This was a large bulkhead door which was 
slower. Their prisoner saw this as his only chance to possibly 
escape so he lunged toward the both of them. Evidently he 
planned to spring and jump on or over the cart and get to 
them before the door slammed shut once more. On the way 
up to this deck, Kimberly dialed the local gravity over the 
cart to 4g. As this strapping 100 kg man stepped up and 
onto the cart, his mass may still have been 100 kg, but as 
he entered the local field, he weighed 4 times as he did 
seconds ago. He slumped down onto the cart face first and 


was instantly pinned to it like a butterfly in an old cigar box. 
He had trouble breathing and could not lift his arms or legs. 
Perfect, thought Kimberly, he should be easy to handle for a 
while. She heard nothing from him but muffled unintelligible 
speech. “To Breakroom Two, shall we Justin?” Kimberly 
smiled. Justin said, “You got it Chief,” and followed her and 
the cart down the passageway. 


They entered Breakroom Two and parked the cart near 
the rear wall by the entertainment monitors. Next, they 
went through the room and removed any of the knives or 
other possible weapons from the kitchen area. As this guy 
was not having a good time, they were quick about it but 
thorough. Kimberly and Justin backed up toward the main 
door. There was no Detention Area really on the Faraday so 
this would have to be it. There were sofas, a bathroom, 
shower, stocked kitchen, entertainment, etc. As they 
reached the outer door, Kimberly slowly dialed the gravity 
from 4g back down to 1g. He just lay there for a moment, 
breathing heavily now that he could, and slowly got onto his 
hands and knees. Realizing he was up, he scampered off of 
the cart and onto the floor. The cart was commanded to 
leave the room and did so promptly while the door closed 
tightly. As the cart passed, she dropped the remote back 
into the main panel. The cart would return to its last known 
charging station. 


The subject in Breakroom Two slowly came to his feet, 
looking really pissed off now. He felt like he had been 
punched out by a ghost. He was literally almost knocked out 
by his own weight. Justin said, “Are you feeling ok now? You 
know, | really can’t control what my commanding officer 
here does.” Kimberly kept a straight face. “Our database 
identifies you as Lucas Diamondis with a last known 
residency, before Taha’a, of Heraklion in the Hellenic 
Republic? Is this correct?” Of course they knew who this guy 


was, sort of. He was not really a pro though it looked as if he 
was trying to achieve that status. He checked out as healthy 
with no chronic issues. Main computer identified him as a 
VLC employee who had been working since March - most 
likely placed there by Levéeque. They weren’t going to 
acknowledge that connection though. It was best to 
maintain distance. He didn’t know these were VLC 
employees since they rarely came ashore - even in the 
hangar. It was best to keep it that way. Lucas just gave them 
both an icy stare through the glass. Justin said, “We'll come 
back for another round in a few hours. We know you have 
been hiding out for days and we don’t know what you've 
been eating, if anything. The Breakroom is well stocked and 
has everything you need for a feast, except alcohol, so live 
it up. Any instructions you need you can get through main 
computer voice control or the panels you have available. 
We'll pass some fresh clothes and sundries through to you 
as well. If you have any specific requests, within reason, let 
us know. Meanwhile make yourself at home!” 


Captain McDonough and Mr. Oh went back to the 
bridge, both lost in thought. The moon was looming ever 
larger in the wide windows ahead. New System ships rarely 
stayed on the surface for long here. It was better for 
security reasons to stay in space in a kind of holding pattern 
-- a Simple orbit or parked at a LaGrange point. They hadn’t 
had much discussion or training with regard to stowaways 
since everyone felt such a contingency was incredibly 
remote - at least from Earth/Moon/Mars. All of the ground 
and warehouse personnel working anywhere near an inter- 
system craft were cleared to the highest levels. Ground 
Security was just so tight that they never really thought 
about it. Other than contacting the head office, and keeping 
him/her on ice, there wasn’t much to go on. Kimberly 
believed their guest just needed some gentle persuasion to 
cough up a few answers. She sensed through his tough-guy 


act, he was feeling a bit like a fish out of water right now. 
His communications were cut off. There was no evacuation 
team waiting to rescue him. Well there was a team, but they 
no idea where he was. 


Mr. Oh was watching the viewer link to Breakroom Two 
as Lucas had stopped pacing like a caged animal. He was 
going over the menus and looking through the pantry, 
evidently deciding that there was nothing sinister about this 
set-up. Many of the selections were not familiar to him, but 
several seemed to satisfy. He was so hungry he could eat a 
horse. Ordering up a good sized steak with baked potato, 
bread, corn on the cob, and a big glass of milk he thought of 
those power bars and left-overs he had filched from the 
crew the last two days. A large cold beer did sound good 
though, too bad it was locked up! As he ate, savoring his 
first real meal in days, he went over the clothing choices 
and ordered the one’s he wanted. He had taken a shower 
and changed into the basic crew coveralls they placed in the 
pass through. They made him give up his boots, watch, 
clothes, and anything they thought might be hiding 
communication devices, explosives, tools or weapons. “It 
looks like our guest is getting comfortable, Captain,” Mr. Oh 
said as he gestured toward the viewer. “You're right; it does 
look like he’s getting the hang of it. Let’s give him another 
two hours to digest his food. You don’t want to dive back 
into the pool too early!” she grinned. 


Justin knew something was up by that look on the 
Captain’s face, but he had long ago given up trying to figure 
out what she was scheming in advance. He just knew it 
would be a good story for the other flight crews at numerous 
pubs in the future. Captain McDonough had been hunkered 
down with Main Computer working up some new mischief 
for the last hour and a half. She had called up an Exo-Loader 
from the cargo bay below and was modifying its 


programming. These loaders were electro-mechanical 
enhancements for the cargo bay personnel for extra lifting 
power. Essentially, they were close fitting exoskeletal forms 
worn by the users. Muscle movement translated to the 
exoskeleton which mimicked and amplified the power of the 
user’s muscles and bones while bearing the forces instead. 
They were initially developed for hard manual labor and for 
travelers to those worlds which had gravities of up to 4g, 
though the earlier units were not as compact as these. The 
originals were designed to use over pressure suits or were 
just bulkier in general. Those with musculature issues would 
wear exoskeletons designed for everyday and new colonists 
on Magellan would wear similar aids while they adapted to a 
gravity of about 1.4g. Since they might need the prisoner to 
move about, the suit was the best solution they had on 
hand. Nobody wanted to be cuffed to him the whole time. 
The Captain was modifying the suit controls to respond to 
her voice/data commands in override as well as the wearer’s 
own motions. Better safe than sorry. The captain was also 
running some simulation patterns with the Faraday’s 
external gravity arrays. 


It was time to give Lucas another courtesy call. Mr. Oh 
and the Captain stood up and started toward the rear of the 
bridge. Kimberly turned and said to the ExoLoader, “Number 
Three, follow.” Not worrying about giving it a clever name, 
Kimberly had stuck with the unit number on the loader. The 
loader stood up and walked toward them, stopping within 
about a meter. “Man, that thing is creeping me right out!” 
Justin exclaimed. “Yeah, | know. It gives me the willies too, 
but it was all | could come up with in a pinch. Let’s hope it 
has the same effect on our non-paying passenger.” Walking 
down to Deck 4, the unit paced behind them by about 2 
meters. They arrived at Breakroom Two with the ExoLoader 
off to the side and out of sight, just to the right of the door 
lock. “We’re going to come in now Lucas, and we are all 


going to be civil, right?” said Justin. Lucas was at the back of 
the room on one of the sofas. He was taken by surprise and 
didn’t have time to respond - or try again to escape - so he 
just sat back again and glared. He still had no idea where he 
was. He might still be in Taha’a for all he knew but the 
computers had locked him out of any such information. 
Walking around was a little trippy - not quite steady -- 
maybe he was at sea. 


The Captain came in with Mr. Oh and Lucas rose up. He 
was like a coiled spring. Then the ExoLoader walked in 
behind them and he got a cold chill. He paused, halfway up 
and halfway seated not knowing which way to go. As they 
came into the entertainment area with that thing hot on 
their heels, he collapsed back onto the sofa. He had never 
seen anything like it. He had seen exoskeletons and had 
even used them back in his military days, but this didn’t 
register as one of those. This thing almost looked like the 
Shell of a human, that is, if humans shed their skins like 
Snakes or crabs. It looked more like some sort of cybernetic 
being. The muscles were bioelectrical rather than 
electromechanical. Basically the shell consisted of synthetic 
muscle, compartmentalized to fit a human being. Lucas 
knew artificial muscle was one of the holy grails of robotics. 
Battery technology was very advanced but nature had made 
muscles far superior to metal and composites in strength, 
flexibility and versatility in a compact form. Think of the 
difference between a chimpanzee and a human. A 
chimpanzee was more than twice as strong as a human 
packed into a smaller body size. 


Kimberly and Justin sat down opposite their prisoner. 
Number Three stayed standing. “So,” Kimberly started. 
“You've had a nice meal, a shower and clean change of 
clothes, taken a nice little snooze. Are you feeling a little 
more talkative now?” In reply she received the same glare 


she got hours before. “You two are in a lot of trouble,” Lucas 
shouted. “This is kidnapping plain and simple. | demand to 
know where | am this minute!” “Lucas - if that is indeed 
your real name - you need to calm down. I’m sure who ever 
put you up to your shenanigans will be patiently waiting for 
your return.” Justin replied. “We just want to know who you 
are really working for and what you are up to.” 


“What do you mean, who am | working for. | work for 
VLC in Taha’a. | wandered into the hangar and now I’ve been 
lost for four days!” Lucas exclaimed, with a slight worried 
look. “I have a few questions myself, like who the hell are 
you two and why is she called Captain. Are we at sea? Why 
are you keeping me here? And what the hell is that thing 
standing next to you?!” 


Kimberly replied, “I Suppose, yes, you could say that 
we are at sea, though | am not at liberty to tell you where. | 
am Captain Kimberly McDonough and this is my first officer 
Mr. Justin Oh. You are aboard the cargo freighter Faraday. 
Regardless, we don’t take kindly to stowaways, even if you 
are our first one. And as for our mechanical friend here, | 
refer to it as Number Three. We'll just call it an insurance 
policy for now depending on your behavior. Now, it’s your 
turn. Who are you really? You don’t strike me as your 
average cargo handler and you look a bit out of place in the 
South Seas. You act like you are on a more important 
mission. So what gives?” And there was no response, just 
that icy stare again. “So that’s it?” she said. “You’re just 
going to give us the name, rank, and serial number routine? 
I’m pegging you for ex-military with some kind of special 
training, am | getting warm?” 


Mr. Oh had been looking at his viewer and giving it an 
occasional keyword or query. “I’ve run his face, voice, and 
DNA through most of the databases but there’s no ID yet. 
He certainly doesn’t match for Lucas Diamandis, though he 


did until shortly after we left port. He’s been erased so I’m 
also guessing he’s a merc of some kind, though corporate or 
government remains to be seen. Oh, and it looks like the 
results of his last company physical were far above 
average.” 


“Do you hear that Lucas? It looks like your handlers 
have burned you already.” Hearing that, Lucas did a head 
fake and bolted for the door. Kimberly said, “Number Three, 
block door and secure suspect.” The ExoLoader made three 
great leaps and was at the door just before Lucas arrived. As 
the man slid to a stop, the ExoLoader grabbed his wrists and 
raised them over Lucas’ head. He struggled, but the loader 
was just too powerful for him. He tried to kick him, but he 
wasn’t in a position to do any damage. Now he just stood 
there looking embarrassed having expended his big move. 
“Naughty, naughty,” Kimberly said as she wagged her finger 
at Lucas. “I had a feeling that you were going to be difficult. 
We thought we would give you a little freedom of 
movement, but we can only go so far. We have to maintain 
security. I’m sure you understand. So we came up witha 
compromise. Number Three, Wrap!” 


Upon Kimberly’s command, the forearm portions of 
Faraday ExoLoader #3 opened and locked around the 
forearms of the prisoner. Next, the upper arms activated, 
followed by the skull and thorax sections. The hand portions 
let go and Number Three moved its arms apart and up 
Slightly like a referee indicating a field goal. The finger 
sections then locked around Lucas’ individual fingers. The 
hip, thigh, and shin sections followed quickly after that. 
Last, but not least, the boot sections locked around Lucas’ 
new tennis shoes. The entire process was less than twenty 
seconds. It looked to Justin as if he had been rapidly zipped 
into a man shaped sleeping bag except that the ‘bag’ was 
not fully closed. The ExoLoader only made contact where it 


required reading muscle cues from the user. The number of 
those contacts and the strength of the materials, however, 
were quite sufficient to cage a person completely. It was a 
bit like being inside an iron maiden that you could walk 
around in. For the user who had full control of the unit, it 
was like a second skin since it was under his or her 
complete control. It moved like a shadow when the user was 
working and unless he/she were extremely claustrophobic, 
there was no feeling of confinement. Lucas was not afforded 
the courtesy of full control. He thought to himself this must 
be what a grasshopper feels after it lands in a spider’s web. 


Chapter Four: Walking the Plank 


“It feels just like a hug from Mother, eh, Lucas?” 
Kimberly smiled. “Now you can do this the easy way or the 
hard way. The suit is programmed to follow your lead, unless 
you move in any unauthorized direction or attempt any 
violence or sabotage.” He turned toward the door once 
more, but when he raised his hand(s) toward the panel to 
open it, his motion was frozen centimeters away from the 
controls. When he motioned to turn back into the room, he 
could move freely. Tentatively, he walked back to 
entertainment area and the sofas. There was no resistance 
going that direction. “Once again, Lucas, just who are you 
and who are you working for? And finally, what are you 
really after? These are simple questions. | can’t imagine 
they are paying you enough to keep such secrets. Let’s take 
a walk while you think about it.” The Captain was already 
standing at this point gesturing for Mr. Oh to do the same, 
then slowly walking toward the door. “You two follow me. Mr. 
Oh, is there anything going on in the port side auxiliary 
cargo bay?” “Not this trip, Captain,” replied Mr. Oh. “Then 
let’s go that way,” Kimberly said with a wink. The trio went 
out the door and back to an elevator. This is weird, thought 
Lucas. He could make the effort to follow the crew or not. 
Either way he was doing it. If he tried to stop, the machine 
would just override in favor of the Captain. 


The Captain made her way through a couple of long 
passageways. There wasn’t a lot of detail for Lucas to take 
back to his minders so far. One thing was for sure, this 
didn’t look like any ship he had ever been aboard before. 
There was no sense of motion and no feel of any kind of 
propelling machinery. There wasn’t any sort of cyclic thrum 
one might get from pistons or turbines. Occasional signs 
indicated forward or aft. They had taken what he thought to 


be a corridor far too long to be abeam, yet that is what the 
signs indicated. At last they came to a wide corridor that ran 
parallel outside of a large room or hold? Large windows 
lined the wall along the passageway and inside he saw a 
number of unfamiliar vehicles and some heavy equipment 
used for obscure purposes. Everything in the hold was 
lashed down firmly as he would have expected. A big heavy 
door hissed open and inside he could see a large sign that 
confirmed this was the Port Side Auxiliary Hold. “Lead the 
way,” said Mr. Oh. Justin knew from his personal monitor 
that the Faraday had returned to Earth by this time and had 
slowly taken up a position about 10,000 meters over St. 
Helena Island. 


After Lucas walked inside, the door to the hold hissed 
as it closed. He looked around but there was no one behind 
him and his gut tightened a little. The hold was quite large, 
about 3 stories high, maybe 50 meters wide. He didn’t know 
how long, but now he could see a slight curvature of the 
hull. Now he started walking -- through no will of his own. He 
walked (rode?) to the opposite side of the bay where some 
scaffolding equipment was attached to the wall. His host 
pulled one of the long scaffolding planks and tied down the 
rest. The plank was about 4 meters long and he carried it 
back to near the center of the floor laying it down over a 
rectangle marked out in double yellow lines. These were 
metal planks and had an array of holes in them so they 
could be used to thread tie downs wherever it was 
convenient. He pulled the plank back over one edge of the 
yellow lines and unscrewed some tie-down bolts from the 
deck then passing them though the plank to attach the end 
of the plank over the edge of the yellow lines. The loader 
did torque it down pretty tightly, Lucas had to admire. 


“Now, have you thought about the questions we’ve 
been asking you, Lucas?” Kimberly said loudly from a 


second story catwalk inside the cargo bay. Her voice 
bounced off the walls all around then disappeared down the 
length of the hull. The deck inside the yellow rectangle 
dropped down with a hissing noise similar to the door. In two 
halves, the door recessed backward into the deck of the 
ship as a large gaping hole opened up. Lucas thought he 
saw a bird flying for a second as he fought for some kind of 
understanding. Kimberly said slowly, “You know, Lucas, for 
thousands of years it has gone without question that the 
Captain /s the law, aboard ship. You are trespassing on my 
Ship! Until | know otherwise, | must only assume the worst 
case scenarios, i.e. you are a Saboteur, an agent, a thief or 
have some other nefarious purpose.” Lucas could see an 
island far below but could not identify it. This was definitely 
not a ferry boat! Then he started walking. Slowly, he took a 
step onto the plank, facing the gaping hole in the ship. Then 
another, and another toward the end of the plank. When he 
(they?) reached the end, he stopped. He could feel the wind 
now, buffeting him inside his exoskeleton. The 
communications switched to his companion. “I’ve never had 
anyone walk the plank before, Lucas. You are my first! Man 
is this going to make a great story! Are we jogging your 
memory at all?” 


Lucas was not feeling so cocky anymore. The 
exoskeleton was leaning over the edge of the plank making 
him stare down toward the Earth. He was tough, though, 
Kimberly had to give him that. She had the exoskeleton 
stand up and turn its back from the outside end of the 
plank, then step backward into the void. The couple fell two 
meters before the arms and hands snapped up to grab the 
end of the plank. The exoskeleton hung on tightly and 
began to sway back and forth like a trapeze artist. It swung 
upward and looped its shins around the plank, let the hands 
go, and hung upside down, putting its head back or making 
Lucas do the same. Of course the Faraday’s video systems 


were capturing everything for the scrap book. Mr. Oh wasn’t 
sure, but it looked like there was a bit of a wet spot at the 
crotch of Lucas’ coveralls. “You'll never get away with this!” 
Lucas shouted toward the sky below. “It’s the middle of the 
Atlantic. | doubt they will be looking for you here. If there’s 
anything left to look for.” The Captain said over his earpiece. 
“So who is your handler? What were you looking for?” 


You know, if | tell Number Three to let go, he will. He is 
only a machine. But then again that wouldn’t do either of us 
any good, would it?” Lucas was trying to figure how to buy 
himself some time. “I don’t even know his name. He never 
told me so | couldn’t tell you even if | wanted to!” The 
exoskeleton started to sway back and forth while they both 
hung upside down. Lucaswas getting a little dizzy. Then the 
exoskeleton swung way out from the end of the plank 
launching them through the air toward the opposite edge of 
the portal. He was too terrified even to scream. The 
exoskeleton grabbed the opposite edge of the portal and 
swung back and forth for a bit then just by one arm. Mr. Oh 
had to turn around because even he did not know what the 
Captain was up to. He was getting queasy just watching. 
Personally, he had checked all the ship’s systems, including 
the ventral gravity arrays, and everything was functioning in 
tip-top order. Still, he could feel the butterflies in his own 
stomach. When he turned around, the exoskeleton was 
hopping from one side of the chasm to the other, with 
choreographed slipping and falling in between. Now he had 
to fight to keep from laughing out loud. Over the comms he 
could hear Lucas breathing heavily, grunting, squealing, and 
was that a little crying also? 


“OK! The guy’s name was Gagnon! Henri Gagnon, 
from Papeete!” Lucas shouted. Number Three was now 
jumping and doing midair somersaults over the gaping 
portal. The moves were getting creative, indeed, thought Mr. 


Oh. “Thaaat’s better,” Kimberly intoned. Number Three was 
doing pirouettes about the edge of the portal now. “What 
does this guy look like? Can you describe him please?” the 
Captain asked. Sheer terror was interfering with Lucas’ 
ability to think clearly. “He’ll kill me you know! If | say 
anything...” “It’s a big ocean out here,” said Kimberly. She 
already had an idea just from the alias - Gagnon - meaning 
guard dog in French. How unimaginative. “Let me guess. 
Does this guy always dress in dark heavy clothing, even in 
the islands? Is he about fifty years old, kind of funny but 
sinister looking and wears dark glasses even indoors?” she 
continued. Lucas figured they seemed to know enough 
already, all on their own. “Yeah, it seems like you already 
know who he is, so | don’t have to tell you anymore,” he 
said quickly. Number Three seemed like it was taking a 
break, if robots can do that. It was just walking him around 
the edge of the hole in the ship. The suit was outfitted with 
body monitoring sensors as part of its feedback system with 
the wearer. Mr. Oh had been browsing the record just to 
make sure there wasn’t some kind of medical episode. The 
guy was in great shape. Probably a merc again, as they 
were guessing. His pulse and respiration rates went spiking 
there a few times when he thought he was going to slip over 
the edge, but they were within decent levels. And despite 
the nice breeze at this altitude, he was sweating profusely. 


“So what does Monsieur Gagnon want you to do for 
him?” Kimberly said, as she watched Number Three and 
pondered his next move. Lucas thought maybe he was out 
of the woods... getting near the end of this torture. “I can’t 
Say anymore. This guy is just too well connected.” 
“Connected, huh, what do you mean by that?” the Captain 
said curiously. Lucas figured he had said enough. Time to 
clam up. “I can’t say anything more!” he exclaimed. “Tsk, 
Tsk, I’m afraid that’s not going to be good enough Lucas. | 
don’t think you’ve earned your fare on this ride,” the 


Captain said firmly. “I’m afraid you are going to have to 
produce your ticket or we will have to eject you from this 
ship. You have 10 seconds to comply. 9, 8, 7...4, 3, 2, 
Number Three jump!” And with that, Number Three and his 
unwilling passenger leapt toward the center of the wide 
open portal into the sky. As they were facing upward, Lucas 
could see the massive ship receding into the distance. Fear 
and terror were mixed with awe as he took in the sight of a 
roughly triangular craft, but with curved sides. Along each 
side were two sets of two short nacelles which must have 
worked in pairs. That was all he could comprehend at the 
moment. The underside of the ship started to glow electric 
blue and he felt his stomach tingling. The blue of the ship 
seemed to come together in a beam that stretched down 
and around himself and Number Three. He saw the 
shrinking of the ship had slowed but felt no forces 
decelerating him. Then it stopped and the ship no longer 
receded from his perspective, but began to grow again. 
There was nothing attached to him, however. He felt no 
forces but rather he floated there, high above the Atlantic 
with the hint of blue plasma about him. Lucas had 
experienced zero gravity before, as had nearly everyone, 
but this was a unique experience. He figured he had fallen 
about two hundred meters before he began to bounce back 
upward. 


Kimberly brought their passenger back to about 100 
meters below the Faraday. She was feeling rather proud of 
herself. She hadn’t played around with the gravity arrays 
much but this was kind of fun. She hadn’t realized how 
versatile their programming could be. Lucas was floating 
inside a large bubble at the end of a long beam all formed 
by the gravity arrays. From a distance, it looked rather like a 
string of blue honey with a large drop at the end hanging 
from the underside of the Faraday. “OK, Lucas, we’re tired of 
playing around,” said Kimberly. “We need to know just 


exactly what your mission was and what you know.” He saw 
the island below receding and blending into the sea as they 
moved above the clouds. By this time, Mr. Oh and the 
Captain had returned to the bridge. Mr. Oh was getting 
concerned that his Captain might be skating a bit on thin ice 
as the altitude kept increasing. Their intruder was ina 
cocoon of temperature and pressure that matched the ship, 
for now. Even through the feint blue glow, Lucas could see 
stars clearly now as well as the curvature of the Earth. 
Kimberly spied a hypersonic liner on the viewer and eased 
the Faraday in her direction. Time for some more fun! 


The pilots of these liners had long ago foregone their 
glass-composite canopies and now flew with cameras and 
sensors alone. The aerodynamic and construction cost was 
just too great to keep accommodating them. The ones they 
monitored were usually the forward looking sets so they had 
the illusion of looking through a window and flying the 
planes themselves. They still had fantastic unions. 
Passengers, of course, had side looking cameras, but could 
call up almost any of a plethora of eyes mounted from tail to 
wingtip, top or bottom. All of them, including the pilots, 
were now looking to the starboard side of their hypersonic 
transport. A very large, strange looking craft alongside, 
surrounded with faint blue plasma was moving in the 
direction of Virgin Galactic Flight 223 from London to Buenos 
Aires. And there was something dangling from it! As the 
craft moved toward Flight 223, it moved upward and they 
could start to see a bulb at the end of the dangling beam. 
The hypersonic had rather short stubby swept wings so the 
craft was quite close before it disappeared above (with 
these cameras anyway). Lucas could not see the 
passengers, but he knew they were there. The passengers, 
of course, could see him perfectly. He seemed to be 
shouting, but of course they could never hear him. The 
Faraday moved Lucas inside his bubble along the side of the 


hyper-liner. The passengers kept switching to the camera he 
might be in front of, as did the crew. The Faraday settled 
with the bubble about 10 meters above and in front of 
where the pilots sat. That was it. Lucas had broken and was 
crying to come back inside. Fun time was over. The 
passengers and crew of Flight 223 watched as the man in 
the bubble retracted into the greater blue blur above them. 
Then the apparition was gone. Before the liner captain could 
hit the override, several of the passengers had downloaded 
the aircraft videos for a most interesting souvenir. 


Number Three and Lucas were back inside the ship, 
suspended above the open port, but the doors were closing. 
They bobbed around inside a bubble that was much larger 
than it was outside to maintain enough breathable air until 
this section of the hold pressurized. Monitoring the two from 
the bridge, Captain McDonough shut off the internal gravity 
array and Number Three dropped to the floor, his 
mechanical legs taking up the shock - and standing in the 
center of the yellow rectangle. The suit indicators and the 
Cameras seemed to show that Lucas had passed out - 
probably from hysteria. Otherwise, he did not seem the 
worse for wear and he should be a bit more pliable for 
questioning now. She instructed Number Three to walk back 
to the break room following the same path they had taken. 
Lucas was Still out like a light when they returned to 
Breakroom Two. He jerked himself awake feeling a little 
dizzy and disoriented standing in front of Kimberly and Mr. 
Oh. “Before we continue, you might want to clean yourself 
up a bit and get into some fresh clothes,” Kimberly said. 
“We left you some in the locker room back there. Go ahead 
and toss yours into the disposal and get a good shower. 
We'll wait.” 


Without any effort from Lucas, Number Three took 
them into the locker room with the door closing behind 


them. The suit released him so he could continue with his 
ablutions. He took his time, trying to figure a way out of 
here. But where was here, and what horrors could they think 
of next? He had no idea who these people were, but they 
seemed to hold all the cards. They had a proper sense of 
paranoia which he could appreciate. Being a spy, he knew 
what damage spies could do. Gagnon, or whatever his name 
was, certainly hadn’t prepared him for this, and he was 
going to need a lot more credits if he survived. As he dried 
himself and started dressing, he wondered if he should not 
just tell them what they wanted to know, and disappear. 
What was there to tell anyway? He had been at VLC for 
months and had learned very little. He started feeling a bit 
more like himself anyway, as he looked in the mirror and 
combed his hair. Then he noticed Number Three in the 
mirror standing behind him. As he had his hands up, comb 
in one hand, styling his hair, the loader clamped onto his 
forearms like before, then upper arms, and all the rest. At 
least it let him finish with his hair, before it motioned for him 
to put the comb down and taking over his hands again. 
Lucas guessed he was there also to make sure he didn’t 
dawdle. Number Three walked them over the breakroom 
table and sat down. They were joined by Kimberly and Justin 
opposite. 


“If | tell you why Gagnon sent me, will you let me go?” 
pleaded Lucas. “Let’s just hear what you have to Say first,” 
said the Captain. Lucas had seen many types in the world, 
but he didn’t figure these two for killers and he would take a 
shot that they didn’t want to be asked a lot of questions 
themselves. “Ok. | guess you could say I’m a spy -a 
corporate spy. Gagnon gave me this identity and 
maneuvered me into VLC somehow when they were hiring. | 
was just supposed to look for dirt - any kind of anomaly, 
short cutting, safety violations or any goings on that just 
didn’t look on the up and up. To be honest, | hadn’t found 


much of anything at all. | think their competitors just want 
to bring VLC down. There are a few stories of equipment 
being ordered to Taha’a but never showing up anywhere 
else. So when | saw a lot of heavy equipment and crates 
being moved into that building, | slipped in and hid amongst 
the boxes to see if | could find any transfer labels. It felt like 
| was being lifted on some kind of elevator, but it got dark 
quickly. It hit me later that no one needs lights in an 
automated warehouse. Then | figured if you had valuable 
cargo, there must be a good sensor net watching over it. | 
could only move around if crew members were close enough 
to help mask it and they didn’t come down very often. | 
didn’t get very far, as you can probably see in your logs but 
| had to find something to eat.” 


“Now we are getting somewhere,” said the Captain. 
She held up her viewer with a still shot of Levéque and 
turned it in his direction. “Is this your Monsieur Gagnon?” 
“That’s the guy,” said Lucas. Mr. Oh found a bag of tortilla 
chips and some sodas. He poured the chips into a bowl and 
brought them back to the table, pushing them into the 
center. He slid a soda can over the table to Lucas, “Man, | 
don’t know how you survived, knowing the kind of crap 
some of the crew here eat.” The Captain was deep in 
thought. She knew Van Leeuwan would want to hear about 
this ASAP, but she had to appear as if she weren’t agitated 
by this new knowledge. She knew she probably shouldn’t 
have been showing off with her creative interrogation 
techniques, but she got the information and the subject was 
no worse for wear. The only thing she had really hurt was his 
pride. The ships, of course, had been sighted for a century. 
The plasma fields around them were never very photogenic. 
Besides, it was pretty easy to phony up video and had been 
for a long time. “You know Lucas, | don’t think it would be a 
very good idea for you to see Mr. Gagnon again, or any of 
his associates,” the Captain said seriously. “| doubt that you 


still have a job at VLC but just going there might alert 
Monsieur Gagnon.” “You're right. I’ve been reporting to him 
for months, but there was never anything that struck his 
fancy. Now when | do have something, | Know he will look at 
me like I’m nuts!” 


Chapter Five: We Have Met the Aliens 
and They Are Us 


By now, the video shot from the hyper-liner had hit the 
news and gossip nets. It was all over the Earth, the Moon, 
Mars and spreading fast. This was the best video of a UFO 
Shot in thirty years...if that is what it was! The creature next 
to the space plane /ooked human, but no living thing could 
handle the near vacuum of the stratosphere and those 
accelerations. Geeks on the nets would be pouring over it 
for years. But then again, so would several governments. It 
was a lot more interesting than some odd piece of tin foil 
floating in low earth orbit or some blobs floating under 
several kilometers of ice on Europa. Those gelatinous blobs 
couldn’t make fire and that made them rather dull life forms 
indeed. Meghan had been watching the nets off and on all 
day, laughing at the blathering of all the experts. She knew 
Mr. Van Leeuwan had seen it, but she didn’t dare bring up 
the subject. After that luncheon with Levoisier and Léveque, 
everyone thought they needed a break. The chances 
anyone would ever connect VLC with the video were minute. 
For those, in the know, however, it still made them nervous. 
Meghan thought the face in the video looked vaguely 
familiar, but she hadn’t placed it yet. It would come to her. 
Just to be sure though she told the intelligence people to go 
over it and see if they could make any kind of identification. 


Léveque was pacing his small office next to Levoisier’s. 
It had been days since his agent Giorgos Laskaris a.k.a. 
Lucas Diamandis was at the meeting spot. He left messages 
in the drop box, but there was no sign of him. This wasn’t 
like Giorgos, as he had always proved to be very reliable. 
Either he had found something really fantastic and was 
pursuing it or something nasty had happened to him. At this 


point he didn’t care which - he just had to know so he could 
make plans. Levoisier had been riding him for months to get 
some inside information on VLC. He was running for 
president again and thought that some high profile 
prosecutions would look good for the islanders (which 
showed how little he understood islanders). It didn’t seem to 
matter to him that the Van Leeuwan family had achieved a 
status of near Divus here. He just figured that the bigger 
they were, the harder they would fall and the higher he 
would rise. These islands were merely a stepping stone for 
him. But what was there to do? A disappearing VLC worker 
might be just the kind of scandal they were looking for. No 
one could remember if VLC had ever had an industrial 
accident or workplace violence. On the other hand, he was 
one of their agents and they might not want to draw too 
much attention to him. /f his cover had been blown then 
that was a whole different wrinkle. Levoisier never knew 
how Leveque gathered his intelligence, but if Giorgos were 
connected to Léveque it could boomerang back to Levoisier. 


This situation was starting to make Léeveque’s head 
spin a little so he didn’t notice Levoisier when he stormed 
into his office with a viewer in his hand. “Have you seen 
this!? You’ve got to see this video!” Levoisier panted. “This 
damned video is going to clog up the nets right up to the 
election!” Anything that took the local spotlight off of 
Levoisier was always a bad thing. “Look at that guy’s face! 
He’s scared sans merde! This is all anyone is going to be 
talking about for weeks!” Levoisier cried. Levéque had long 
ago stopped paying attention to the latest media shining 
objects. Most of it was intentional or unintentional 
misdirection/misinformation - he knew -- because he 
planted several of those stories himself. He was always up 
for some new and creative techniques to either misdirect or 
gaslight the public and this looked interesting. With the blue 
plasma blur and that strange outfit, there was something 


familiar about the terrified man in the bubble. “Monsieur 
Levoisier, could we run this by our forensics people to see if 
we can get a better ID on this guy? Perhaps we can get 
better images of the craft, or whatever that thing is above 
hyper-liner.” “Good thinking, Levéeque, perhaps | could be 
the hero in this instead of making someone else the villain, 
as usual. Go ahead and see what they might come up with. 
At the very least, perhaps we can identify this gentleman. 
Somebody might be looking for him.” With that, Leveque 
called the electronics forensics laboratory and gave them a 
high priority code to identify the frightened man. He didn’t 
need to send them the video, everybody had it. But just in 
case it was doctored, he put in a call to get a verified copy 
from Virgin Galactic via his British government contacts. He 
was still there in his office, late into the evening watching 
that video over and over. He knew he should give up and 
wait for forensics, but this thing gnawed at him. 


Trevor Van Leeuwan, of course, knew exactly what he 
was looking at and getting angrier by the minute. Kimberly 
was great and he loved her to death, but she was still a hot 
dog who just had to get it out of her system from time to 
time. Just last year she made a high speed run through the 
Valles Marineris while playing peak-a-boo with various 
colony outposts on the rim or in the lava tubes below. This 
was just after she was recruited and guessed she should go 
out and play Han Solo for the day. He gave her a good 
dressing down, but its effectiveness was questionable 
because he could not keep the smile off of his face. Her runs 
were so fast and erratic that there was nothing Earth 
Intelligence could hang their hats on. He would have to 
remember not to smirk this time. The whole relationship 
between the New System and Earth was, by design, very 
one-sided. Technology, starting with his grandfather Marcus, 
had made great leaps starting on Earth and then in the New 


System that were far beyond So/'s. They had nothing to 
compare with it, yet. 


The people of Earth, Mars, Titan, and Callisto had no 
idea that they had brothers and sisters in another star 
system, and that this had been the case for over a century. 
Marcus Aurelius Van Leeuwan had invented a hyper-drive 
based on the bending of space-time. Many had been 
working on such a thing for 100 years, but either they never 
came close, or the technology was quashed. That debate 
had never ended. Marcus kept his invention to himself, a 
trusted circle of like-minded individuals and to the carefully 
screened colonists who all shared the same vision of a new 
society. After inventing the hack proof communications chip 
sets, he was a multi-multi-billionaire. He now had the time 
and resources to devote to his other true passions in science 
and engineering. His heroes were the 18" and 19" century 
self-made scientists who delved into the mysteries of the 
world around them. The lucky ones had generous patrons or 
the independent wealth required to be unhampered by the 
prevailing winds of government funding or superstition. 
They were not always limping from one grant request to 
another, hoping that they would have enough meat in their 
last write-ups to get their funding renewed. Tenure was 
Supposed to keep the creative bubble open, not toss 
everyone into the same mold. And tenure was more tenuous 
that one might imagine. Moreover, from the latter 
20" century onward, their research had to tow the party line 
or the latest fad regardless of its scientific merit or 
usefulness. Everything was political. 


Good old grandpa Marcus Aurelius, like his namesake, 
was a deep thinker. He loved technology, but was a great 
student of the human animal. He knew their herding 
instincts; their fear of standing out or disagreeing with the 
group. He knew their deep anxious desire to be liked often 


outweighed their willingness to say or do the right thing. He 
knew how quickly and spontaneously their violent 
hierarchies could be built and how dangerous they were. He 
knew that people would tolerate the most horrific acts 
rather than have a confrontation with a so-called authority 
or even a peer. And, he knew that greater technology often 
brought out the worst sociopaths; thinking only of 
amplifying their power. If not directly, then through 
intimidation of the developers. He thought to himself, why 
should the tyrants be the only social engineers? Why should 
there be social engineers at all? This was a once ina 
millennium chance to flip the Great Game on its head. After 
all, he had 5,000 years of history to work with. He figured 
one can learn from bad examples as well as good. Of course 
this would be a road fraught with monumental moral 
danger. The foundational elements of any new society would 
need to be as solid as possible. The key element in such a 
society must be the ability to choose for oneself, so he set 
about cultivating some founding mothers and fathers who 
believed as he did - not in everything, but in some vital 
areas. 


The astronomers and exo-biologists had, by Marcus’ 
time, made a great deal of progress in their exoplanetary 
surveys. This was the starting point of exploration for him 
and his small crew. There were plenty of candidates to 
choose from in the right temperature range for liquid water, 
with apparent atmospheres and indicated biological activity. 
There were hundreds, actually, within a reasonable range in 
their list of possible new homes. The closest to Earth were 
checked out one by one. This took time until more ships, 
crews and equipment were assembled but he, himself found 
Magellan, a bit farther out, and took the first steps toward 
colonization of another solar system. There were many 
fantastic prospects, but it was decided to stick with those 
that were closest cousins to Earth in gravity, temperature, 


pressure, atmosphere and general types of life forms - 
hopefully edible and non-toxic. At the very least, the 
possibility of Earth agricultural substitutions should be 
there, i.e. the soil and pests would not destroy them. As it 
turned out, alien genetics, proteins, and sugars could be 
similar enough so it was not terribly difficult to engineer bits 
of genetic material for the best adaptability. Finally, the 
colonists settled on a planet they named Magellan. The 
environment was friendly and the soil could grow almost 
any Earth variety. As it turned out, Magellan’s pests 
preferred not to eat them and the Earth plants could not 
cross-pollinate with those of the planet or even infect them 
so it was here where the first colonies were founded. 


The gravity on Magellan was about 1.4 times that of 
Earth, so it took some time for colonists to work their 
muscles up to speed. The older style exoskeletons were for 
the most part helpful in getting people moving around. Once 
people were in shape, however, they could handle 
themselves pretty well - especially back in the So/ System 
where a hustler could make some real money. With the 
increased gravity, the weather there was much less erratic 
than on Earth. With each trip, the colonists brought 
satellites and other equipment with them to set up their 
communications, weather forecasting, and prospecting 
needs. For the growing villages on the surface, basic tooling 
and machinery were transplanted in order to bring them up 
to self-sufficiency at a greater pace. Very few selected to be 
a New System colonist ever complained of being without the 
niceties of Earth. These were adventurers who loved the fact 
that they could build new lives as they saw fit without the 
suffocating petty encumbrances of society. Many of the 
colonists worked for larger entities, but almost all of them 
had their own enterprise going on the side. There was just 
too much to do. Those, who for whatever reason, felt they 
were not going to make it on Magellan would be sent back 


to Earth or Mars. They had to sign documents stating they 
would never reveal where they had been or with whom they 
associated. There were a few who did not abide by their 
agreements but they did not get very far with respect to 
credibility. There were humans at home who believed 
advanced technologies were possible but the governments 
these people also believed in were the one’s hiding them. 
The New System definitely benefitted from their secrecy and 
downplaying of sightings. 


Captain McDonough’s latest stunt may have stretched 
the envelope more than necessary, Trevor thought. Meghan 
had just forwarded her report of the whole incident, 
including who the intruder’s employer might be. He had 
mixed feelings because the information was valuable, even 
if the methods were troublesome. He couldn’t encourage 
that sort of behavior for the future. So much for the heads 
up. Thirty minutes later, Meghan alerted him to the news 
viewer where he saw his old friend Levoisier giving a press 
conference. Not a lot of news came out of French Polynesia, 
so this caught people’s attention. The President was 
enlightening the press on the analysis of that now famous 
video. It seems their forensics lab or actually Levoisier felt 
they had a pretty good match for the man outside the 
hyper-liner. He had been identified as one Lucas Diamondis, 
a resident of French Polynesia and Taha’a specifically. Lucas, 
it turned out, was also an employee of Van Leeuwan 
Corporation. The President let their forensics man go ona 
while about compensation techniques and Fourier analysis, 
etc., etc., before he once again took control of the 
microphone. Inquiries had been made of his neighbors and 
no one had seen him. “Calls put in to VLC indicate that 
Monsieur Diamandis has not reported to work for several 
days,” the President said, “Of course an investigation into 
this matter has already begun. We cannot have our citizens 


disappearing like this! Our air and sea rescue assets are 
being deployed as | speak here.” 


“Great. Just great! This is all | need!” shouted Trevor. 
“Meghan, could you come in here please?” Meghan came 
promptly. He called for her when he knew he needed to 
calm down and it nearly always did the trick. “I scanned 
Kimberly’s report Meghan. Do we still have this Lucas in uh, 
custody?” “You could say that Mr. Van Leeuwan,” she 
replied. “They have him occupying a breakroom onboard 
the Faraday. He’s being treated well, for the moment, 
anyway.” Trevor thought there must be a way to end this 
before it even starts. He asked who among them with top 
security clearance was in the plant right now. They needed 
one or two reliable people to see this thing through. Meghan 
narrowed it down to a few names. “OK. Of those people, 
which ones could we place in a company boat where it 
wouldn’t look that out of place with their normal duties? Any 
security guys?” Meghan replied, “Yes we do sir. It looks like 
Chief Hanna Wharton and one of her deputies are both on 
duty. Shall | call them in?” “Yes please. We will need to move 
fast on this one. And get me Captain McDonough on the 
comms, thank you.” 


Meghan went back to her office to get things rolling. In 
a few minutes, she indicated that Captain McDonough was 
ready for him. She looked nervous and he did his best to 
look stern. He paused for about 10 seconds for effect and 
could see her squirm a bit. “OK Kimberly, you know what 
you did was over the line.” “Yes sir,” she said. Trevor 
continued, “But, we don’t have time for all of that right now. 
We need to work together to protect our operations from 
prying eyes. By now, you know there are search parties 
being organized by President Levoisier and his minions. 
Here’s what | want you to do. You know the Tupa/ atoll? 
Good, take up a position near there and out of sight as 


usual. Now, do you have any life vests aboard the Faraday? 
They should be standard issue, great! You two need to outfit 
your boy Lucas, or whatever his name is, for a day out on 
the water. That means life vest, sunglasses, fanny pack, that 
sort of thing, whatever you can scrounge up. We are going 
to send our boy sailboarding. Out.” Kimberly and Justin 
didn’t know quite what to make of it, but they followed 
orders. They were in enough trouble already. “Aye, aye, sir, 
over and out,” Kimberly said and signed off. 


Chapter Six: Rescued by the Captors 


Captain Wharton and her deputy, Sergeant Peter 
Conners were told that Mr. Van Leeuwan would see them 
now. Trevor put away a few papers and got right to the 
point. “It looks like another delicate mission for you two. We 
can talk about the security breech later, but for now we 
have to get the heat off. That new patrol boat you folks just 
acquired - the Flying Fish? |\'m thinking you might need to 
take it out for a good sea trial - sort of ‘blow the carbon out 
of it as they said in the old days. “Yes, sir,” they said in 
unison. I’m going to send you to Tupa/ to rendezvous with 
the Faraday, out of sight and out of mind, as it were. First | 
want you to get one of our sailboards to take with you. And, 
when you get out to sea where no one can see you, just 
Snap the boom on it before you get to the rendezvous 
point.” 


Back on the Faraday, Kimberly and Justin had rounded 
up what they needed, including some really loud bathing 
trunks and a tropical shirt Justin hated to part with. They put 
some broken up power bars in their foil packages into the 
fanny pack and ripped it a bit here and there and gave ita 
crude repair job. They told Lucas he needed to put all this 
stuff on if he never wanted to see either of them again. He 
hesitated but complied, wondering just what the hell they 
were planning next. Wharton and Conners were high tailing 
it to the Tupai atoll and having a good time doing it. Fora 
secret mission, this wasn’t so bad. They were supposed to 
sit tight on the Northern side of an Eastern jutting spit of 
sand on the North East side of the atoll. This was after 
dropping the windsurfer a hundred yards or so off shore on 
the opposite side. After a signal from the Faraday, they were 
to cruise around the tip of the atoll. 


About a half an hour before dropping off Lucas, Justin 
thought something was missing with this picture. How much 
more trouble could they be in, anyway? He conferred with 
Captain McDonough and she reluctantly agreed. Lucas was 
standing there in his trunks, life-vest, and the whole get up. 
“Now, | want you to put these sunglasses on and go into the 
Shower area.” He slowly complied, and the door shut behind 
him. “Hit it Justin!” the Captain said, and Justin snapped on 
the UV lighting. They told the ships computer to set it for 
just a mild burn. When Lucas walked out and saw the deep 
redness on his arms and legs he said, “Il hope | never see 
either of you bastards again!” They motioned for him to 
walk where they indicated. They had spotted the broken 
windsurfer floating just where they expected it to be and 
now maneuvered the ship over it, with the airlock door 
about ten yards away. Kimberly unceremoniously made him 
walk the plank for real this time. Actually, she just kicked 
him in the ass into the water. Instinctively, he swam toward 
the wrecked sailboard and grabbed on. 


Lucas did not have more than five minutes to ponder 
his predicament before a boat came slowly around the 
point, then more quickly once they spotted him. Of course 
there was absolutely not another soul around. Wharton and 
Conners maneuvered the Fi/ying Fish up close to the 
wreckage and the survivor. They offered help but he climbed 
aboard the ladder under his own power, swearing under his 
breath. Conners left him there with Wharton as he gathered 
up the windsurfer with the boat hook. Wharton had to 
almost force him to drink some water. Even though she 
knew the underlying plan, she had to make it look good. The 
same went for Conners. There was a village on the other 
side of the island. His sunburn would be a good excuse to 
drop him off there rather than them having to take him in. 
With luck, they would get by with just a few questions from 
the authorities. Getting Lucas some lotion for his sunburn, 


she mused, that was some good thinking -- Wharton smiled 
to herself. Lucas was silent as they pulled away to the North 
again and west to the other side. Conners was on the 
comms already, reporting to the Coast Guard what had 
taken place and that they were en route to the village. 
When they pulled into the dock, an ambulance was already 
waiting. Amid Lucas’ protests, he was loaded onto the 
gurney and floated up to the ambulance with his new 
caretakers. 


“Where do you want to do this?” asked the Coast Guard 
Captain. “How about the beach bar over there?” said 
Wharton, while leading the way. Captain Laurent Giroux was 
already happy that the Coast Guard was not going to be 
leading a fruitless search for the next three weeks. 
Normally, he didn’t think much of corporate security or 
thought of them just as just rent-a-cops. But, the VLC people 
were always professional, and had a lot of nice benefits. It 
was something to consider upon retirement at 45. “So you 
were taking the Fi/ying Fish out for a spin as you Americans 
say, non?” said Giroux. “That’s right Captain,” Chief 
Wharton said. “We’ve had a few of this new model patrol 
boat for a few weeks, and we wanted to see if it lived up to 
the advertising. You never know when you might need that 
extra boost to beat the bad guys, right?” Giroux was 
thinking, this Chief Wharton was attractive, and so was the 
Flying Fish. “| have to admit that we are a bit jealous. We 
have been trying to requisition some of the new pursuit 
boats for some time. How does she handle?” Chief Wharton 
replied, “Oh, she handled quite well, sir. The hydroplanes 
certainly do help.” The Captain continued, “So did your 
passenger say much about how he ended up so far away 
from Taha’a?” 


Peter piped, “Is that where he came from? He didn’t 
say anything to us, really. He just groaned a lot and 


complained about his sunburn.” “Yes,” Giroux continued, “As 
far as we know, that is where he came from. The windsurfer 
has identifying labels from the VLC employee recreation 
area. You know a VLC employee went missing sometime last 
week and he fits the initial description.” “I see.” said Chief 
Wharton. “Well, you know, he probably was not on our radar 
unless there was a missing person’s report. We try our best 
to attract the best employees, but there is still that 
mystique of the islands. We do get the odd drifter or drop 
out here and there.” Giroux nodded. It was a problem for his 
service as well, though the penalties for desertion were a bit 
stiffer. “Well then,” Giroux exclaimed, “We must continue 
with our investigation for the time being. We will be in touch 
with you if we need more information or assistance.” With 
that he saluted, turned on his heels and walked up to the 
village infirmary. 


Wharton and Conners played it cool. They ordered 
some large iced teas from the bar since they were still on 
duty. They took in the goings on of the village for a while. 
Some news-net hovercraft showed up about an hour later 
and reporters scrambled toward the infirmary. They weren’t 
likely to get much, either from the Coast Guard or from 
Lucas. That didn’t matter to them since they were on 
location and they could always fill the time with conjecture. 
The VLC security duo thought it was best to get out of 
Dodge before the reporters figured out who they were. They 
quietly pulled the Flying Fish out of the dock, out over the 
surf and headed for home. It was calm and peaceful out in 
the South Pacific, even with the engines roaring and the 
wakes splashing. Back at the ranch, however, it was 
reigning chaos. Though they pulled in from the ocean side of 
the campus, they could see the bright and flashing lights 
near the front entrance. The reporters were here en masse 
so they secured the boat and ran to join their brethren on 
the front lines. 


Trevor Van Leeuwan was there, with Meghan behind 
him. Reporters were shouting questions one over the top of 
the next. Wharton and another Chief dove in along with 
Conners to help direct security and rudimentary crowd 
control since it looked like they were short-handed. Mainly, 
they came to carve out and maintain a space for Van 
Leeuwan and Meghan so they would not be trampled. “Mr. 
Van Leeuwan, Mr. Van Leeuwan! Was Lucas Diamandis an 
employee of yours? Do you know why he went missing?” 
“We're attempting to ascertain his identity along with the 
local authorities.” Trevor said calmly. “Of course we will 
cooperate with the investigation. I’d just like to say for now 
that we at VLC are pleased that Mr. Diamandis is receiving 
the care he needs and is on the road to recovery.” 


“Mr. Van Leeuwan, Mr. Diamandis has been going on 
about some kind of abduction. Can you comment?” Trevor 
replied, “I don’t know anything about that. | understand that 
he may have been at sea all of this time. He may be 
suffering from heatstroke or some other effects of exposure. 
We've seen this before with some of the tourists who visit 
our islands. I’m sure that we’ll figure out everything in due 
time. | trust you all will give him some quiet time to recover 
from his ordeal.” Meghan signaled to Wharton and his 
deputy Conners and said, “Mr. Van Leeuwan and VLC have 
nothing further to say at this time. Thank you all for your 
patience.” Security hustled them away from the reporters 
and back inside the gates of the plant. They quickly boarded 
a cart and sped off toward the main office building. 


Levoisier had been on the news/talk nets all day, of 
course. For the next two days he was the hottest interview 
on the nets. When he was not on, there were countless 
experts and commentators speculating on the mysterious 
video. Not everyone agreed with the Levoisier analysis that 
the man in the video was, in fact, Lucas Diamandis. On the 


alternative media, not everyone agreed that Lucas 
Diamandis was Lucas Diamandis. Nor did his alleged story of 
alien abduction jive with all the other stories of alien 
abduction. How did he explain the sunburn or the fact that 
he was several kilometers out to sea with a company 
windsurfer? In his own video appearances with his now 
famous ambulance chasing lawyer, Michael Duesenberg, he 
was hindering his own credibility. Many just thought he was 
another hustler trying to sue someone with deep pockets. 
Trevor Van Leeuwan ignored the threats of lawsuits and 
simply let everyone know that Lucas could continue to live 
in his company provided bungalow for another three months 
while he recovered and remained on administrative leave. 
He was feeling more confident that his family’s and his 
company’s reputation would survive this one. After a week 
had passed, Levoisier was getting less and less time in the 
media. Even his campaign was getting shaky. Connecting 
one of his citizens with some kind of alien abduction did not 
make him appear all that stable once the pundits started 
picking it apart. Moreover, they started digging into 
Levoisier’s record a lot more deeply than he appreciated. 
Levoisier had taken the forensics team to task over the 
video. They had cautioned him before, but he went off half- 
cocked making claims about it. What they danced all around 
at the press conference was that they were 90% sure 
Diamandis was the man in the video. They also told him that 
other forensics teams would likely fee/ the same way. But 
would they say so? No. They valued their careers too much. 
As for the craft behind the blue ionization field, they had 
nothing to compare it to. After running the video through all 
kinds of filters and using as many mathematical tricks as 
they could to massage the images, all they could say was 
that it was some kind of mechanical construction. There 
were no markings on it they could identify, or if there were, 
they were coded somehow. It was a sure bet that Virgin 
Galactic and the British government were going over the 


hyper-liner sensors and the original video with a fine tooth 
comb. 


Sure enough, Space Command UK was extremely 
interested in this video. Commander Arthur Kynaston was 
listening aS some young analyst pointed to distorted images 
from the archives. Video taken from a strange incident 
nearly two years ago in Valles Marineris showed an 
anomalous vehicle of comparable scale buzzing the various 
outposts along the rim. By coincidence, there were strange 
lights periodically seen from a distance emanating above a 
VLC compound. The site was in one of the many side 
canyons along the Va/les Marineris. Strange colored lights 
were reported for several months around that time. This was 
one of the more remote canyons claimed by Van Leeuwan 
Corporation where they were doing some exploratory 
drilling. They had no near neighbors to speak of. There it 
was again -- another tenuous connection to VLC -- but so 
weak one could never really join them together. Most people 
had forgotten all about any pale blue anomalies when it was 
revealed what VLC had been up to out there. After a few 
years of exploration, reams of gravimeter data, magnetic 
anomaly data, GPR, and seismic testing, VLC had struck oil 
on Mars. Everyone just assumed they were looking for 
water, and that was found too. But oil and gas was a 
completely different animal. Oil was going to change Mars 
for hundreds of years. 


Chapter Seven: Prospectors and 
Mysteries 


VLC had been pretty successful prospectors on Earth, 
but most people thought it was just dumb luck. It wasn’t. 
There was a lot of science, a lot of sweat, and failures along 
the way but they never operated by pure chance. Mining 
into the bottom of the ocean took a lot of development, 
hard work, and time, but the efforts had paid and were still 
paying off. Very late in the game, VLC staked some of the 
remaining oil claims on Earth that no one was interested in. 
Oil drilling was not a large part of their business but it kept 
their hand in. Trevor’s uncle by marriage, Klaus Ebner, had 
been the chief mining engineer with VLC Earth. He showed 
his data to the board for the unlikely deposits on Earth along 
with the analysis of various Mars sites. The data looked 
convincing; they had to admit, so in the end they approved 
the funds for the Mars exploratory drilling projects. Old 
Klaus was a believer in the heretical theory that sources for 
oil and gas were abiotic, i.e. they didn’t come from dead 
dinosaurs or old decayed plant goo many millions of years 
old. He felt there were vast amounts of hydrocarbons deep 
in the more massive rocky planets just like there was 
ocean’s worth of water in the upper mantle of the Earth. He 
didn’t believe that all of the gravitational sorting out had 
finished and that all the lighter molecules were at the 
surface. There was still a fortune in valuable materials 
locked into the rock. 


Of course, VLC had staked out as many Mars claims as 
the Associations allowed. No one was interested in claims 
for water or anything else so far from the settlements. 
Purifying such salty water was expensive enough so hauling 
it without a pipeline was not in the cards. There were 


sources to be exploited closer to the customers. No one in 
their right mind (as was the thinking at the time) would be 
looking for oil where nothing grew or ever had grown. Oil on 
Mars would be worth more than platinum, copper, or 
titanium. The problem with the Mars colonies was that fuel 
was still scarce for a reaction engine based on combustion 
but Mars still had an appreciable gravity well. The best thing 
available was hydrogen, after separating the hydrogen from 
the oxygen in water - until now. The kicker was that most 
hydrogen on Earth was obtained from hydrocarbons - 
namely methane - not water. Hauling fuel all the way from 
Earth, Ceres, or Titan and setting it back down on the 
Surface was impractical. It was best to keep those supplies 
in space for refueling. The rockets may have been reusable, 
but the fuel was damned expensive. Tankers still exploded 
when landing dangerous cargos of fuel and that put a lot of 
colonists off. Oxygen from perchlorates or CO> could be 


processed from materials at or near the surface. With oil 
available, there would be plenty of hydrogen, methane, 
kerosene or anything else that might be required to burn 
with liquid oxygen or perchlorate. Perchlorate was toxic so 
nobody wanted it around and had to be separated from the 
regolith for anything edible to grow in it. Decontaminated 
dust was a nice byproduct to sell to the colonists. Nobody 
cared about strange lights. What people cared about were 
the vast numbers of jobs opening up to build the first oil 
rigs, refinery and pipelines on Mars. 


Commander Kynaston recalled the exclamations that 
Mars would be the new Alaska and that the rush was on. He 
had a deep grudge against VLC though he knew there was 
no rightful reason to feel that way. He knew they played the 
game fair and square but that is exactly what rankled him. 
Something about them went against his independent school 
or English sense of fair play. Yes, yes, they played the game 
fair and square, but this was just too much winning. That 


much winning should only be possible for the right sort of 
people. Now Space Command UK, the American Space 
Force, and everyone else public and private on Mars would 
have to start buying their fuel from VLC - or drill their own 
wells. The fact that their fuel would be vastly cheaper and 
safer than it was now didn’t seem to register with him. He 
still thought like a government worker. Just once he would 
like to catch them at something. But did they have anything 
to do with strange lights on Mars or people being abducted 
on Earth? He would be drummed right out of the service for 
starting down that road. He told his forensics and 
intelligence analysts to write up their findings, but to leave 
the file open. He reckoned he would start asking questions 
quietly of his intelligence contacts in the other branches and 
around the world. Surely, he was not the only one who was 
suspicious. He thought about the goings on in French 
Polynesia and the upcoming conference in Berlin. Perhaps 
that publicity seeking President would be there. A few 
discrete calls would let him know. 


Lévéque had been leading the investigation into Lucas 
Diamantis’ disappearance for days now. As Van Leeuwan 
had said, the company was cooperating in every reasonable 
way. At least a hundred man hours plus another ten Al 
computer hours had been spent scanning security videos for 
any possible leads. Another thirty employees had been 
questioned. All communications to and from Lucas’ personal 
devices had stopped at 4:17 that Tuesday afternoon. After 
entering the main cargo loading area for VLC they never 
resumed. Of course he had to hire someone so good that he 
was not detected by anyone else when going into 
unauthorized areas of the plant. The same went for the 
windsurfer. It was not one of the ones stored in the rack 
outside the beach concession. It had to be one from the 
repair sheds that was out of circulation. It was time to go 
pay Giorgos a visit. 


After badging his way into VLC, Léveque floated over to 
the employee bungalows to get some alone time with 
Giorgos, aka Lucas. Shouting bonjour at the doorway, he let 
himself in. Giorgos was half asleep on the hammock in the 
rear and was rudely aroused by Léeveque giving him a 
shove. “I see you survived your ordea/ pretty well, Giorgos,” 
said Leveque. “Well, sir, it wasn’t exactly a Spring Break 
vacation, despite what the news nets are telling you. Now 
I’m blown and can never do this kind of work again. My face 
has been splashed all over the solar system. You know what 
that means don’t you? My golden parachute kicks in now. 
That’s when my holiday starts.” Giorgos was fixing himself a 
margarita though it was only one o’clock in the afternoon. 
“Would you like one, Monsieur Leveque?” 


“Sure, sure, | think | need one after the last few days. 
So | came to get your story from the beginning, now that we 
can speak openly.” Giorgos handed Léveque his drink and 
they both sat down in the high backed chairs on the back 
porch. Levéque relayed what had occurred in the official 
investigation but they were both still stumped. “We’ve taken 
the computer/artist composites for your descriptions of the 
Captain and First Officer. We have only two facial 
recognition matches for the first officer and neither has 
more than 75% probability. For the Captain, we have six 
matches and one with 90% probability for our databases. 
The interesting thing is that three of the matches are related 
to each other including the 90% match. That match is toa 
starliner pilot by the name of Kimberly McDonough who 
went missing over two years ago. We are trying to get her 
personnel records right now but are running into a few 
Snags over privacy laws etc. Her remaining family members 
are fighting us in court. Officially, she is dead, but there are 
right to disappear \laws that might apply. You said they both 
spoke English and the few signs you saw were in English. 
Well this McDonough was from the States - Arizona, je 


pense.” Giorgos gave a long sip on his margarita and sat 
back again. “You know when they blasted me with that 
ultra-violet and then threw me in the ocean, it pretty well 
destroyed even any DNA evidence | might have taken with 
me. | have to admit, they were good. And yeah, they were 
as human as you or I.” Leveque also took a long swig of his 
drink. “Right now we are going into any public records we 
can find and starting to interview other people who knew 
her. We’ve managed to talk to a couple of classmates and a 
roommate or two so we can get a crude psychological 
profile. She’s been described as a risk-taker and sometime 
show-off. That would be consistent with what you've told me 
and consistent with her disappearance.” 


“That is very interesting, Monsieur Leveque. Just how 
did this Captain McDonough disappear?” “She had 
beaucoupvacation time built up so she decided to take one 
of those Adventure Trips. She signed up for this excursion to 
the surface of Enceladus to see the geysers. | guess 
Yellowstone Park was just too boring for her, non? So it was, 
her party had a camp near the geysers in the South. One 
day when they were exploring, they looked back and she 
was gone. She was the last to be attached to the lifeline 
that they shared, but she was no longer connected. They 
searched in vain, but their oxygen was alas, too low. It was 
believed that she may have fallen into one of the 
treacherous crevasses there.” Giorgos injected, “The woman 
who took me for a ride looked very much alive to me. She 
was no popsicle and she did not appear to have any 
longstanding injuries.” Leéveque continued, “I’m just getting 
to the most curious part, my dear Giorgos. The name of the 
company running the tour was called Off-World Adventures - 
- a subsidiary of Solar Plane Tours -- which is a wholly owned 
subsidiary of the Van Leeuwan Corporation. I’m ready for 
another margarita now, Monsieur.” 


Though it appeared to Trevor that the official 
investigations had died down, he knew better. The 
underground investigation, he was sure, had barely started. 
No one likes to work with people looking over their shoulder 
-- especially governments. Van Leeuwan Corporation could 
not have stayed in business for over 100 years without 
developing their ownintelligence sources, and those sources 
were beginning to relay a big heads-up to headquarters. 
Oceana was talking to France. France was really Franco- 
Germany. Germany was talking to the UK and the UK was 
talking to America - and that was just for starters. Of course 
all were making inquiries to their prime (highly subsidized) 
contractors with whom they selectively shared information. 
Just about all of them would be at the big summit in Berlin 
this coming week. Trevor had a standing invitation to the 
conference, but he had never gone before. He didn’t like the 
company there. He wondered what the scuttlebutt would be 
if he showed up this year. He wondered if his tuxedo still fit. 
He had Meghan book him passage and make sure the 
company apartment was available. Since he was going to be 
on Earth for a while, he gave instructions for the Faraday to 
go ahead and ferry some of their cargo earmarked for one of 
their mines in the asteroid belt and load some more of that 
extremely pure ore. The side trip would keep them busy -- 
out of sight was out of mind. 


Chapter Eight: Social Occasions Are 
Only Warfare Concealed 


Trevor arrived in Berlin, unlike so many other attendees 
of the Conference, without an entourage. He was usually out 
of the limelight, but last week’s show made him somewhat 
recognizable. A company driver was waiting for him at the 
transportation hub and loaded his luggage into the boot of 
the limousine. The driver was professional, quiet, and quick 
so they managed to get through the hub without being 
molested by press or autograph seekers. The news nets 
were looking for the really big fish - Presidents, CEOs, Prime 
Ministers or other dignitaries the public could not get 
enough of. As they sped away toward the apartment, Trevor 
smiled to himself. The self-deluding press and politicians 
always referred to this excursion as TheBerlin Conference. |n 
actuality, the meeting site was in Wannsee, but the 
Wannsee Conference had a bad ring to it. Alternative media, 
who had a greater reputation for accuracy, used that 
moniker precisely because of the implications. 


The apartment had the added advantage of not being 
in the direct line of fire for reporters or other attendees. 
Newly elected Presidents, gregarious politicians, and 
recently promoted generals all liked to bask in their own 
self-importance by staying in the main hotel for the 
conference. They wanted their selfie images zipping around 
the solar system to include people of equal or greater 
importance. The hotel was prime trolling ground for photo 
ops. Van Leeuwan had a couple of drinks the way he 
preferred them, took a short nap, and dressed for the pre- 
dinner cocktail hour at the hotel. This would be his first 
chance to take stock of the attendees, though the really big 
kahunas would probably skip this party and the welcoming 


banquet. He wasn’t interested in them. His interest was in 
the less famous staffers and cabinet members who might 
have real information and who still thought they had a 
chance at working for VLC one day. The company never 
recruited these guys, but the younger ones did not know 
that. 


When Van Leeuwan arrived, thankfully, he was largely 
missed by the reporters. He encountered only a handful at 
the entrance. Anticipating their questions, he told them that 
as far as he knew the investigation was ongoing. The 
investigation, such as it was, had largely stalled as far as 
the public was concerned. This was the same old run-around 
from government -- deny, delay, and forget. The junior 
reporters had been barred from the inside of the banquet 
area and that was a blessing. He would be grilled more 
heavily inside, though the manner would be much more 
subtle. The first attendee to snare him was the Australian 
military attaché to Berlin. Major General Jiemba Campbell 
was affable and low-key; he was serious about his job, but 
friendly and easy to talk to. Trevor had met him a couple of 
years ago at a symposium in Fiji. This man had plenty of 
information if one could pry it out of him and was much 
better at prying it out of others. He was good at his job. 
They shook hands and exchanged greetings. “Please call me 
Jiemba,” said the General. “Call me Trevor,” said Van 
Leeuwan. 


The General had only been away from Earth on short 
rotations though his career, but had an intense interest in 
off-world activities and politics. “So how are your Mars 
operations going Trevor? What is the status of your pipelines 
and refinery? | must say | was as shocked as anyone over 
your wonderful discovery!” Trevor told him, “Well, so far, so 
good. We've had a feeling for some time that a well was 
going to pay off sooner or later. In parallel, our engineers 


have been working on a modular design for the refinery and 
a system for piping the crude oil in and the finished 
products out to where they are needed. We had to analyze 
just what we are pulling up in order to finalize the hardware. 
| don’t anticipate too many snags in getting the rights of 
way, but only in the governments sectors - no offense -- 
that could be the long pole in the tent. We can, of course, 
tanker the initial product to the Frontier and the New 
Settlements. If people see we are successful in using our 
own product that should be a great selling point. Our 
internal timeline brings us at production in the next few 
months.” 


“That’s much faster than | would have expected, 
considering you are doing construction in pressure suits, but 
it is great news. It will be a game changer, to be sure!” The 
General exhibited a genuine boyish excitement as he spoke. 
He must have been passed over for the additional space 
duty that he really wanted. Trevor was happy to have the 
additional business and the colonists would be ecstatic. 
Then the General said, “But if you are successful, VLC will 
have a virtual monopoly on the Mars fuel supply.” There it 
was, thought Trevor, the inevitable punishment for success. 
“That’s one way to look at it Jiemba, but nothing lasts 
forever. | should think that crushing the cost of fuel and 
lowering the loss of life should be something of a bargain. 
You know in the 19" century, refining kerosene was 
extremely hazardous at first. Not to mention the fact that 
sperm whales were rapidly going extinct for the harvesting 
of them for lamp oil. The distillation equipment was often 
prone to exploding, as was the finished product in the 
customer’s home. Rockefeller made the process significantly 
safer by standardizing it - thus the name - Standard Oil. 
Now, along the way, he did a lot of nefarious things like 
stealing people’s patents and strong arming the pipelines. 
No one can forgive that. The irony is that by breaking up the 


company, the individual branches made far more money for 
their prime shareholders - who were still Rockefellers. On 
top of that, there were fewer oil companies around at the 
end of the 20 century than when Standard was broken 
up.” 


Trevor would not normally go on and on in a setting like 
this, but it appeared that Jiemba was actually listening. Most 
government types were just waiting to talk over you, so this 
was refreshing. “End of sermon,” smiled Trevor. “No, no, 
that’s quite alright. We in the military tend to get stuck in 
the rut of defending the thing that is there, not the thing 
that might be. Space is vast - far greater than we would like 
to contemplate. Mars is an entire planet on which we have 
only a tenuous foothold. Others can drill for oil, and then 
fuel will be even cheaper still.” Now that the General was in 
a philosophical mood, Trevor added, “In any case, military 
operations in space must have offered up all kinds of 
insights by now.” Of course the military had been involved 
in space from the very beginning. Airplanes were not 
commercially successful for some time and only 
government orders and contracts kept the development 
going. The A-4 was designed as a weapon before it did 
anything useful. Half or more of the short lived Space 
Shuttle flights were classified military. “Unfortunately, | have 
not logged as much time in space as | would have preferred. 
Maybe they think | am too good at this kind of work so | am 
being punished for my success by getting more of it 
assigned,” the General sighed. Trevor tried again, “There 
must be a selection of off-world postings for you to choose 
from.” He noticed a British Commander in a nearby group 
not so subtly craning to listen to their conversation. Now he 
was breaking away from his group and walking over to join 
them. 


“Hello General Campbell, it’s nice to see you again,” 
Commander Arthur Kynaston said as he saluted. “It is a 
pleasure to see you again as well, Commander. Let me 
introduce you to Mr. Trevor Van Leeuwan.” Trevor held out 
his hand and the Commander shook it rather more firmly 
than needed. “| am Commander Arthur Kynaston -- at your 
service.” Trevor said, “So you and the General are 
acquaintances?” “Yes,” replied the Commander, “We last 
Saw each other in New Zealand, was it, General? We’re part 
of the Commonwealth, and all that, you Know. And you are 
in that neighborhood, are you not? Tahiti is it?” “Not exactly, 
but close,” Trevor replied. “We are in many places, but our 
headquarters are in Taha’a.” “Yes, yes, I’ve been intrigued 
by your company for some time, you Know. What was that 
business last week, with the little green men?” smiled the 
Commander. Trevor strained a smile, “Yes, well perhaps if | 
had met you sooner, you could have advised me. The Space 
Command must have their fair share of dealings with their 
kind.” Commander Kynaston was not sure if that was 
sarcasm, or just innocent humor. Trevor - trying to change 
the subject -- continued, “I was just remarking to the 
General that there must be many postings to choose from. | 
believe he has a space bug that has not been satisfied yet.” 


Commander Kynaston went on, “Well I’m sure | have 
not told General Campbell my most interesting space 
adventures. We all have them, but of course we are not able 
to speak freely about everything. | bet that you have some 
tales to tell yourself, Mr. Van Leeuwan. Your company always 
seems to be pushing the envelope, as the Americans say.” 
Trevor looked thoughtful, “Il Know exactly what you mean, 
Commander. It is unfortunate that neither of us is able to 
Share our full knowledge. We never get to find out what the 
governments are doing until a century has past. And there 
are many things we will never know about. Then again, we 
have our trade secrets and our own compartmentalization.” 


This was a rather odd dynamic to observe between two men 
who had never met, thought General Campbell. He 
wondered where the hostility was coming from. He called a 
waitress over and they all took a glass of champagne. 
“Gentlemen, let’s drink a toast, “To new friends, and to the 
wonders of space!’” The three of them touched their glasses 
together. Kynaston and Van Leeuwan each drank, eyes 
locked on each other over the tops of their flutes. The 
Commander pretended to see someone he knew across the 
room. “Gentlemen, | attend so few of these events, | must 
make my rounds. General, when | come across any 
interesting exercises, | shall be sure to recommend you be 
present as an observer. We all need to keep our space legs 
tip-top. Cheerio!” 


After Commander Kynaston left, the General asked 
Trevor, “So what do you think of the Commander, Trevor?” 
“Well, Jiemba he seems like he would be a very stiff 
competitor. Maybe it is best that he stay in the Space 
Command,” he laughed a bit forcefully. “But | imagine that 
is part of what it takes to be successful in the military. You 
must be in it to win it. There are similar types in business, 
but there is a large group that just takes pride in satisfying 
the customer and maintaining a workforce with a healthy 
attitude.” “There are a lot of agendas in the military, this is 
also true,” replied the General. “Sometimes it is difficult to 
work through them, or around them. | joined for Australia 
and | suppose | joined in order to find something more 
adventurous to do. It is still one of the better paths on Earth, 
if that is what you are looking for. Perhaps Mars is a little 
better for an individualist, but it seems we are packing all of 
our hang-ups and taking them over there as well.” Trevor 
was thinking this was getting pretty deep compared to the 
usual cocktail party conversation. He liked Jiemba but had to 
remember that this man was also in the intelligence 
business so one had to be careful. “So if you can tell me 


without having to kill me, just how far afield do you folks 
roam ahead of the maddening crowd? Without any potential 
enemies to fight - at least external enemies -- it must be 
difficult sometimes, to get motivated.” Jiemba replied, “As 
we Said earlier, space is very big. An essentially infinite 
territory encompasses the high probability of real threats. 
I’m sure it is no Surprise to you that we have seen many 
things for which we have no explanation. Your company has 
had, and may still have more remote outposts than any 
military. You have fewer people to answer to.” 


Van Leeuwan wasn’t sure where this conversation was 
going, but he thought he should ride it out. “This is true. The 
whole question of jurisdiction is subjective, if looked at 
objectively. By beginning a mining operation on a distant 
asteroid, how does that fall under anyone’s jurisdiction but 
our own? Are any Earth forces there guarding it? Did we 
ever ask them to? No. We defend it ourselves. In fact, we 
could be mining 27 different asteroids right now. And, 
there’s no need to tell you about any of them, if we were not 
encroaching on your basic rights.” The General had a 
horrified but intrigued look on his face, if that was possible. 
Trevor could tell that such a thought had never been 
presented to him before. There was always a Prime Minister, 
an Admiral, a Governor who had the final say, wasn’t there? 
Everyone takes orders don’t they? 


General Jiemba Campbell was still processing, “I don’t 
know about that, Trevor. What if an Earth or Mars ship 
comes across one of your operations?” Van Leeuwan 
replied, “What if it did? How would that change the situation 
in any way from before the discovery? Are they all of a 
sudden going to impose their rules and alleged protection 
on our asteroid and us?” More and more perplexed, the 
General just said, “Of course, that’s just how it works.” 
Trevor continued, “So one day we are running our own 


affairs, and the next day we are subject to a planet-side 
government? What facts do you rely on to make such a 
conclusion?” “Well, that’s the way it has always been. The 
government has the battle cruisers, the personnel, the 
courts...” Jiemba said, though he was looking less sure of 
himself. “You are an intelligent man, Jiemba,” Van Leeuwan 
went on, “You have to remind yourself of what you have 
been told all your life. Government has a duty of protection 
in return for a duty of allegiance. Government exists through 
the consent of the governed. How does a government force 
that duty of allegiance without someone’s consent? How 
does a government force a service - namely protection - on 
the citizen without consent? Even more, how does a 
government do this while at the same time insisting it does 
not have a duty of protection? How can governments claim 
sovereign immunity making them exempt from the rules we 
all have to live by? | believe that if VLC Earth forced you to 
buy our products or services by holding a gun to your head 
until you paid then we would rightfully be called criminals, 
eh? I’m sure you would never, in your right mind, sign a 
contract under those circumstances.” 


Head spinning now, General Campbell didn’t know if it 
was the champagne, the late hour of the dinner, or this 
conversation that was responsible. At any rate, he was 
saved by the emcee for the banquet welcoming all of the 
guests over the PA system. They said their hasty goodbyes 
as they moved into the main hall to their assigned seating. 
Trevor wondered if he had actually planted some seeds of 
doubt with the General. He certainly hoped so. He always 
thought he said too much at these galas. That’s another 
reason why he avoided them. He was seated next to a Saudi 
Minister and opposite a military contractor. “Ali Hijazi, 
Education Minister from Saudi Arabia,” offered his dining 
companion to his immediate left. “Trevor Van Leeuwan, 
pleased to meet you,” he bowed slightly. “Jane Sanderson, 


from Berkeley Armaments,” offered the stylish woman in the 
red gown across the table. “Trevor Van Leeuwan, from Van 
Leeuwan Corporation,” he replied as he shook her hand. 
Others filed in and introduced themselves as well. The Prime 
Minister of Sri Lanka -- Ajith Ramachandran, Otto Schenck -- 
a banker from Switzerland, and news net anchor from the 
Netherlands -- Ilse Houtkooper --all took their seats at the 
table. 


The waiters brought Trevor his Cornish hen, poured him 
a glass of wine, and waited as everyone was served. He 
wondered how the conversation would be guided. It was a 
pretty mixed group here. Ms. Houtkooper looked like a kid in 
a candy store. She could get some very good stories from 
this group, though she suspected most of it would be off the 
record. She started with, “Mr. Hijazi, congratulations on your 
recent appointment!” Startled to attention he stared briefly 
at her place card and replied, “Thank you, Ms. Houtkooper. | 
hope to do the position honor.” She followed up with, “This 
is your first position in government, is it not?” “That is 
correct, Ms. Houtkooper. Most of my career has been with 
the family business - Hijazi Growers. But they are doing 
well, so it was time to give back a little.” Jane Sanderson 
broke in, “Hmm, | apologize, but am | the only one who is 
not familiar with that company?” The banker answered, “If 
you spend most of your time Earth-side, you might not be 
familiar with it. Though too humble to say so himself, one 
might say that Mr. Hijazi here is the pineapple king of the 
Arabian Peninsula! Most of their product is exported to the 
Mars colonies including pineapples, coffee, sugar, bananas 
and other tropical delicacies.” 


Van Leeuwan interjected, “We have sold several 
freighters to Hijazi Growers. | trust they are all working out 
well for you Minister?” “No problems with them at all Sir. 
They have proven very reliable and very low maintenance.” 


The Minister was obviously more comfortable talking about 
shipping than he was about education. Jane Sanderson saw 
her cue, “VLC has a wonderful reputation in ship building. Of 
course we would prefer that they stay with their civilian 
contracts. They might prove to be too much competition for 
us if they entered the military market,” she said with a wry 
smile. “Of course, Mr. Van Leeuwan, your company is always 
full of surprises. You could be planning to scoop us any day 
now.” Trevor replied, “Ms. Sanderson, | believe | can truly 
say that we are not in competition with Berkeley Arms. In 
fact, we cannot even be considered a customer, despite the 
handful of times we tried to make a purchase.” The 
conversation had taken a serious turn, though only Jane and 
Trevor knew it. Ms. Houtkooper joined in. “I’m not following 
Mr. Van Leeuwan. Are you saying that VLC tried to make 
purchases from Berkeley Arms and they turned you down?” 


“That’s exactly what | am saying,” returned Trevor. “You 
are aware, Ilse, if | may call you that, VLC has operations 
quite distant from any military or law enforcement posts.” 
“Ilse is fine. Please continue,” she said. Trevor nodded and 
kept going, “Some of our shipments can be very enticing for 
pirates. Yes, there are still pirates and they are extremely 
well armed. Yet, as a civilian operation, we are not allowed 
to buy comparable arms to protect ourselves. In fact no 
ship, other than a warship, is allowed to be armed, period, 
unless it operates only on the Frontier. I’m surprised Ms. 
Sanderson’s company would not be lobbying Earth and Mars 
to get the laws changed. Now that | think about it, perhaps 
VLC should begin an arms development program outside of 
the claimed space lanes. Earth has no jurisdiction there.” 


Ilse Houtkooper had her first good story from this 
conference. “Has VLC been robbed or hijacked in the past 
Mr. Van Leeuwan?” Ilse inquired. “Several times, but it does 
no good when we report it. Though the reports are 


mandatory for our insurance, the civilian investigations are 
a sham not even recognized by the insurance companies. 
Fortunately none of our people have been killed or injured 
yet, but our ships and cargos have been taken, only to have 
the crews dumped into life pods and shot into the inner 
solar system.” Prime Minister Ramachandran asked, “So 
why do you do it? Why do you maintain operations in such 
far off places?” “That’s a very good question, Prime Minister 
and | will tell you. We do it for the money. Now, I’ve said that 
in the crassest way one could put it, but let me follow up. 
We believe the risk is worth it because we recognize it as a 
means to higher ends. The capital we gain allows us to fund 
the more costly research or exploration we do in medicine, 
or our recent Martian oil and gas discoveries with plenty to 
go around to our charities or for our employees to ride out 
the business cycles. We are still a private company, so we 
need to support our own R&D efforts. Hundreds of years 
ago, that is how it was done, and we like the freedom it 
brings us.” 


Trevor realized that everyone at the table had stopped 
eating and was just following his latest soeech. That was not 
the reason he came here, he had to remind himself. He 
came here to gather information. He smiled and tried to 
change the subject. “So, Minister Hijazi, | will get off of my 
Soap box now. What are your plans as Education Minister? 
I’m sure you can bring some much needed real-world 
experience to that position.” The rest of the table was 
probably glad to go back to the more mundane dinner 
conversation. He caught the eye of Jane Sanderson 
periodically. He could almost hear the cogs turning in her 
head. That bit about VLC potentially going into the arms 
business, no doubt, had set her back on her high heels. 
Surely everything said at this table has already been 
transmitted back to a Berkeley board room. He wondered 
how often their dealings were black marketor how many of 


the Berkeley Arms shipments were given government 
escort. For that matter, how much strategic material 
hijacked from VLC ended up in Berkeley Arms or 
competitors’ critical systems? At any rate, it looked like the 
dinner was wrapping up. The obligatory self-congratulatory 
toasts were being made from the dais. 


Chapter Nine: The Wannsee 
Conference 


Earlier in the day, Trevor received a call from Dieter 
Hoffmann at OHB SE and they decided to meet for a drink in 
a setting away from the Conference hotel. Dieter was 
actually Van Leeuwan’s man in Germany. They decided ona 
hole in the wall closer to the center of Berlin called 
Clausewitz Biergarten. |In a city this size and this far from 
the hotel, they had a decent guarantee of privacy with 
respect to the other attendees. And, despite the trend, this 
bar was not outfitted with the usual public video links. He 
spotted Dieter and pointed to a booth in the rear where he 
proceeded to remove his overcoat and hat. Herr Hoffmann 
ordered two large lagers at the bar and brought them over. 
The Clausewitz was a neighborhood bar, dark; the kind 
where the patrons were not big on eavesdropping and 
selfies. “So how was the banquet, Mr. Van Leeuwan? | 
believe this is your first time here in a few years. The 
chatter among the usual suspects is already buzzing,” said 
Hoffmann. 


“Yes, | can just imagine. My problem, Dieter, is that | 
usually avoid this crowd, so when | do get around them, | let 
them know what | really think. They are so unused to unique 
opinions themselves, that I’m not surprised that my lectures 
are a great source of gossip. | really must learn to curb my 
enthusiasm,” Trevor half smiled and took a long sip. “Well, 
from what | have been hearing through the grapevine Is that 
attention to VLC and yourself has been stepped up in the 
intelligence community and among their contractor friends.” 
Trevor, looking a bit more serious now replied, “Yes, so I’ve 
noticed. We’ve had a few close scrapes lately and that has 
not helped matters.” Dieter took a long sip of his lager and 


sat back. “Well, Trevor, | would not presume to repeat any of 
the standard advice. All | can do is keep you informed as 
best | can. We’ve done a lot of good business together and | 
know you are always straight with me so | will just lay it out 
there.” Trevor thought, ok, now here it comes and it’s going 
to be good. “You have heard about The Legislation right? 
From what | have gathered, it looks like they are really going 
to do it this time, only it’s worse than we imagined.” 


Trevor never thought they would have the chutzpah to 
do it. There had been threats for years and bureaucratic 
demands over customs and mining rights. This was yet 
another, albeit grandiose, case of one’s reach exceeding 
one’s grasp. The plan was to create a multi-party treaty so 
that governments could take control of the rest of the Sol 
System. All resources before they were ever harvested 
would be subject to Earth-Mars regulations, permits, and 
duties. “So what is the plan now, Dieter? Today the Sol 
System, tomorrow the Milky Way!?” Trevor said in a half 
serious but half facetious manner. Dieter, still being 
somewhat sensitive to such humor, continued, “It’s bad, 
Trevor. | haven’t managed to get my hands on any of the 
text, but they are talking of claiming everything in the 
Edgeworth-Kuiper Belt as well. The plan is to do it late some 
Friday night near the end of the year. All of the big defense 
and civilian contractors are involved. Earthside prospectors 
and plenty of politicians are in on it, along with the stock 
manipulators. VLC and a handful of like-minded companies 
are just in the way, according to my sources.” 


They both sat quietly for a few minutes while Van 
Leeuwan digested the news. Even Dieter did not know how 
much of the asteroid belt had been mapped and prospected 
by VLC - close to 50% by his last reckoning. Earth-Mars 
survey ships had barely looked at 5% of it and not counting 
VLC, were only mining 1% of it. That certainly did not mean 


the intention of VLC was to claim and mine the whole belt, 
but it would be nice to have a little payback for the original 
effort. Really, the idea that the most short-sighted people on 
either planet in this system could rationally claim 
jurisdiction over places they had never been to or never 
knew existed was beyond the pale. They were claiming 
control over all possible resources so they could dole them 
out to their special friends. Now he understood why Ms. Jane 
Sanderson’s face turned a little white when he suggested 
going into the arms business. And there they were -- VLC 
and a few other companies who just didn’t think the right 
way. 


“It’s sad, Dieter. It’s sad that people should be 
controlled by fools like that -- even inviting that control on 
themselves and others. They are so quickly bamboozled 
again by the Dog and Pony shows in the media,” Trevor 
lamented. “I know what you mean. Usually when a crisis 
hits, we see the government bureaucracies fumbling about 
over an issue they should have long had plans to address. 
The worst problems, like the Great Mars Blight were not 
solved by the powers that be. It was SpaceX that kept the 
food shipments moving for a full year to save those 
colonists and VLC who came through with the new breeds to 
start over.” “The majority of history books the kids use 
these days would not give more than a paragraph to cover 
that simple fact,” Trevor steamed. “If the colonists had not 
been saved, then Mars settlement would have been dead in 
the water for another fifty years.” Dieter brought him back 
to the present, “So you likely will be approached by a lot of 
people at this conference trying to butter you up. You will be 
very popular.” Trevor understood perfectly well. Everything 
would go a lot more smoothly if VLC and others could be 
coopted into the scheme. Popular is right. Caesar was very 
popular right up to the moment he was stabbed to death in 


front of the Senate. Note to self: Watch friends as well as 
enemies. 


The conversation moved on as Trevor provided Herr 
Hoffmann with the satellite data he had requested. Per their 
agreement, the only information provided were the self-test 
and performance logs from the satellites along with a 
collection of images of their exterior surfaces. There was 
nothing there to give away the fact that they were orbiting a 
planet in another solar system. OBE was well used to this. 
They knew that many of their satellites were orbiting some 
of the larger asteroids in the Belt or were out there acting as 
relays between unknown mining operations. If there was 
ever a problem VLC could not solve, they would recover the 
satellite and bring it right into the OBE shop! Hoffmann 
seemed delighted that they were performing so well. For 
new models, there were surprisingly few glitches. With that 
each said “Gut nacht’ as they went their separate ways. 


It was a weird sort of jet-lag one felt when travelling 
halfway around the world in only 3 hours. Trevor thought he 
would just stay up, but then forced himself to sleep a while 
so he could adjust. If Van Leeuwan didn’t have to corner any 
of these people, he would have attended only the talks he 
was interested in via video link. Now the shoe was on the 
other foot. He was the one to be cornered in this arena. 
After a leisurely breakfast in the apartment, he called the 
driver to take him to the conference. Berlin was jammed 
with surface and air vehicles today but they had allowed 
time to get across the city. Once they were on the main 
thoroughfares, it seemed that several vehicles had slowed 
down or sped up to match their velocity. There were so 
many cameras in the city and ingrained in the vehicles, 
there would be no problem tracking him, so why would he 
be followed? Perhaps it was just his imagination after last 
night’s conversation, or he had seen too many movies. He 


would have to shelve that little paranoid fantasy for later. It 
was time to hob knob with the elite once more. 


The key-note address was given by a Nobel Laureate in 
Medicine, Dr. Izumi Hashimoto. She had beaten out some 
VLC scientists a few years ago for her work in maintaining 
bone density and muscle integrity in low gravity. Her 
delivery was soft spoken and gave a very uplifting speech, 
but not so long winded as most. Trevor thumbed through the 
Conference materials once more while he listened. There 
were some vendors who had some new habitation and work 
pods he needed to check out. This afternoon there were two 
symposiums on the latest propulsion developments and one 
on ship building. That should round out Day 1 well enough. 
The opening ceremonies broke up and Van Leeuwan 
wandered downstairs to the vendor exhibition. Just to be 
different this time, he started in the Defense Systems 
section, though he knew there was little they would sell to 
him. There had not been a major military clash for a 
hundred years on Earth or on Mars, yet here they were, still 
hard at it. It was good to know what they were up to in 
public as well as in secret. VLC and others had their own 
security in a one-sided cold war with these idiots and had 
been since Mars colonization had begun in earnest. With 
The Legislation a possibility, he knew he needed to pay a 
little more attention to developments. New System ships 
could track the very best Earth-Mars starships without them 
being the wiser. The Sol System ships were getting bigger 
and more powerful. They carried some wicked rail guns and 
even their Directed Energy Weapons were not to be sneezed 
at. Without extraordinary measures, a mining colony was 
completely defenseless. The threat to VLC operations was a 
real one unless New System ships and technology came in 
to defend it. But, everyone else needed defending as well. 
VLC relied on several passive defense measures such as 
creating multiple ghost images or jamming of their 


scanners. The sources were well concealed and had never 
been discovered. 


Berkeley Arms had one of the biggest booths, as 
always. They displayed everything from pistols, armored 
pressure suits, and communications systems to looping 
videos on giant screens of their space planes, interplanetary 
ships and orbiting substations. Outside there was an area 
set aside for demonstration of their newest rail guns and 
energy weapons. The European Defense Consortium had a 
large booth alongside that of the Chinese and Australian 
displays. Jane Sanderson was there dressed to the nines -- 
schmoozing what looked to be well dressed Russians and a 
couple of Turks. It looked like she spotted him and she 
waved him over. Normally, he would point at his watch and 
feign being in a hurry, but he figured it was now or never. 
Trevor pretended to look at some of the brochures as she 
finished with those gentlemen. When they were finished, 
she motioned for him to come to the rear cubicle where the 
deals were discussed with potential customers. “I was 
hoping to run into you again Mr. Van Leeuwan. | wanted to 
talk to you again, away from the festivities,” she said 
smiling. “Our conversation last evening has got me thinking. 
Berkeley Arms has a hospitality suite here in the hotel. | 
would like to invite you to pay us a visit this evening, say 
around 8:00 PM? | promise the guests will be of great 
interest to you.” Trevor replied, “Of that, | am sure. This 
Conference always attracts a rather eclectic crowd. | believe 
| will be available this evening so | will accept your 
invitation. Tell me, what suite will you be in?” Jane beamed, 
“That would be Suite 1527. | hope to see you there!” They 
shook hands and Van Leeuwan wound his way through the 
crowds to see what products he could see. 


VLC was a fish they had attempted to reel in for some 
time. There were always subtle hints about being invited to 


play with the big boys. They had always wriggled off the line 
before, right when the net was coming down. Trevor figured 
the time had come when the invitations were to be far less 
subtle and would become more like threats. There had been 
many hints and offers in the past for government/military 
contracts in shipbuilding, boring equipment, utility vehicles 
and even weapons under subcontract. VLC sold them minor 
off the shelf items from their product catalog or even the 
occasional ore shipment. Never, in the entire existence of 
the company did they enter into a government contract 
other than minor licensing agreements. Similarly, even 
during the roughest times, not one credit in subsidies did 
the company take. That’s why their rainy day fund was so 
massive. Grandpa Marcus knew that government money 
was the slippery slope to losing control of the company. He 
would rather fold up the tent and liquidate the assets than 
submit to ever more intrusive regulations. 


The rest of the afternoon was fairly mundane. There 
were a few interesting talks and some novel products so 
Trevor kept the literature at least. He decided to drop in with 
the folks at the VLC booth and grab some dinner with them 
before venturing upstairs. According to his sales and 
marketing people, they had been quite busy from the 
opening hour of the show. There were several potential 
prospects thus far. He said his goodbyes and made his way 
out into the lobby and toward the elevators. One elevator 
had been reserved for Berkeley Arms. It looked like they 
were going all out for this conference. The elevator stopped 
at the 8" floor and in walked Commander Kynaston with an 
aide. They each said a friendly hello, but the elevator was 
rapidly filling up. Finally they arrived at the 15" floor and he 
just followed the rest of the herd to the Hospitality Suite. Of 
course the suite was one of the largest in the hotel, 
primarily used for just this purpose. The room was all in 
white setting off the dark suits and gowns of the attendees. 


The sofas, chairs, carpet, curtains were all white and 
properly stain resistant. A lot of wine was spilled in this 
room. It was close to 9:00 so the room was filling up. Trevor 
recognized the American Ambassador across the room - 
Detrick, if he remembered correctly. Then there was Jane 
Sanderson working the crowd, Kynaston was off with the 
Australian Campbell again and some other Commonwealth 
members. And, of course, Levoisier was across the room 
with his own crowd gesticulating wildly as he told them 
another tall tale. Trevor made his way to the bar where he 
ordered a nice single malt scotch, and could observe the 
crowd for a few minutes. Everything looked pretty normal so 
far for one of these functions. 


Conan Detrick, the U.S. Ambassador to Germany, made 
his way to the bar as if he didn’t know who Van Leeuwan 
was and ordered a brandy while standing next to Trevor. He 
awkwardly started a conversation by saying, “Interesting 
group of people, wouldn’t you say?” Trevor replied, “Oh, | 
don’t know, overall | prefer engineers and pilots, myself.” Of 
course the Ambassador was offended, but he couldn’t show 
it. “You’re Trevor Van Leeuwan aren’t you? I’m Conan 
Detrick, US Ambassador to Germany,” and put out his hand. 
Trevor shook it in a friendly way saying, “Yes, Sir, | am Trevor 
Van Leeuwan, and! am a bit out of my element here.” “Well, 
yes, | suppose | do understand your feelings on the matter,” 
the Ambassador commiserated, “I, myself, was in business 
for most of my career. The State Department was not my 
cup of tea either at first. But since then, I’ve worked with 
some top notch people.” Trevor knew exactly who Conan 
Detrick was. His company, Specialty Coders, became very 
fat on the public purse where for every two lines of code 
they wrote, they invoiced the government for three. Their 
contracts were all cost plus so they made a killing. There 
was not a Senator on the Hill with whom Detrick was not on 
a first name basis. “I’m sure they are. My great grandfather 


said that a man always works best where he is the 
happiest,” Trevor exclaimed. 


Now, to make an uncomfortable conversation even 
worse, here comes Malcolm Aldrich Ill - CEO and Chairman 
of Berkeley Arms. “Conan, good to see you as always! And, 
Mr. Van Leeuwan, | presume! I’m so glad you could make it 
this evening. Jane told me she invited you here on a whim, 
and | always trust her whims.” The fake laughter was 
excruciating already. “Here’s an idea,” Malcolm tried to look 
as if it had just come to him, “let us adjourn to the pool 
room. The noise is not so bad in there and it is much less 
crowded.” Here we go, thought Trevor, put up your tray 
tables and strap yourselves in. They followed Aldrich toward 
the rear of the suite, and sure enough, there was a pool 
table there and smaller, but still open bar. “Let me make 
another introduction. Mr. Trevor Van Leeuwan, this is Sir 
Richard Marchand. Sir Richard, this is Trevor Van Leeuwan of 
Van Leeuwan Corporation.” Shaking hands with Sir Richard 
Marchand, Trevor vaguely remembered who he was. Sir 
Richard was a top man in MI6. To ride this one out, he was 
going to need another single-malt, so he ordered one from 
this bar as he finished off the last one. And, back again were 
Commander Kynaston and General Campbell who just 
appeared to be along for the ride. 


The bartender made sure everyone had a fresh drink 
and went on a long break, as instructed. Taking stock of the 
room, there were two CEOs -- one for civilian and one for 
military contracts, one ambassador, two intelligence officers 
and a military attaché. Last, but not least, President 
Levoisier marched into the room and looked around, acting 
like he had personally delivered Van Leeuwan up to the 
group. Kynaston and Campbell racked up for a game of nine- 
ball, trying to act casual. Malcolm Aldrich III - being the 
good host -- assumed the bartender’s position and asked 


Levoisier for his order. “Cognac please, Mr. Aldrich.” 
Malcolm, looking at no one in particular asked, “Mr. Van 
Leeuwan, how has business been for you of late. As you are 
not a public company, it is difficult to get your measure. 
After your discoveries on Mars, | should imagine things are 
looking very bright indeed. If it was possible, | might sell my 
own stock and buy yours!” he laughed. “Now, now,” replied 
Trevor, “| can follow yourstock and see you have nothing to 
worry about. But for now, | can say that | am well pleased 
with how our people are doing and that the company is in 
good shape. Other than our own health, what more could we 
ask for, right?” 


“There’s always the unknown, Mr. Van Leeuwan,” 
injected Ambassador Detrick. “We all have concerns for our 
security long term, would you not agree?” Van Leeuwan 
looked thoughtful for a moment. “Security is so subjective, 
don’t you think? So much can be given up in trying to 
achieve it, but can it ever be achieved sufficiently? It is one 
of those things, like love, that one can never get enough of,” 
Trevor waxed. “Some of us here could lose our jobs 
tomorrow, just like that!” as he snapped his fingers. He was 
looking at Kynaston and Campbell as he said it. They looked 
away. “Monsieur Levoisier has an election in two months. 
How secure is that?” He continued, as Levoisier winced. 
“Yes, yes, | see your point, Mr. Van Leeuwan,” the 
Ambassador said, trying to cut off that line of thinking. 


“Let me put it another way,” Malcolm jumped in. 
“Humankind is spreading out. But do we really want to lose 
our connection to each other? | mean, if it had not been for 
our connections, we would have had total disaster from the 
Mars Blight and then that virus outbreak only five years 
ago.” Van Leeuwan could not resist toying with them. “Oh, | 
never once felt that our various colonies and outposts were 
disconnected,” Trevor added, “Our own company services 


nearly everyone at one time or another, along with our 
competitors. Our own labs synthesized and distributed 
medication to all of the Mars settlements. And, didn’t some 
Berkeley tenders rescue those 48 miners stranded on Ceres 
last year? Just last week our security people rescued a 
wayward windsurfer in the South Pacific!” 


Commander Kynaston thought he would give it a shot. 
“Mr. Van Leeuwan, what we are trying to say is that if we 
were a// under one roof as it were; like a family then we 
could share a lot more - like information. You, of all people, 
Should realize just how important that can be.” Trevor 
turned more serious, even though he knew exactly where 
they were going. “You mean like some sort of consortium? 
Or cartel? Is that what you are getting at, Commander?” The 
Commander looked a little insulted. “If you are talking about 
inside information or price fixing -- then of course not. That 
is not what | am saying at all.” Ambassador Detrick tried to 
bring the conversation away from the cliff edge. “Of course 
what we are discussing is all on the level -- all above board. 
What we are exploring is a way to bring a bit more order to 
the Solar System.” “Umm, Ambassador Detrick,” Trevor 
proceeded, “Bring Order to the Solar System? | don’t mean 
to be disrespectful, but that sentence strikes me as absurd. 
That is a rather grandiose concept you are espousing 
there.” 


Van Leeuwan knew he shouldn’t, but he asked anyway, 
“Excuse me Mr. Aldrich, could | get another single-malt 
please?” Malcolm poured him another and he made sure to 
sip this one more slowly. Throughout this conversation Sir 
Richard Marchand had been completely silent. “What say 
you, Sir Richard, how do you think we should bring order to 
the solar system?” Sir Richard took a few puffs of his pipe, 
“Well, where there is law, there is order, is there not?” Sir 
Richard replied. Trevor thought this statement to be 


exceedingly ironic coming from an MI6 man who would not 
be employed if he had to play by the rules. “I guess the first 
questions I’d have to ask are these; 1) what exactly is out of 
order? 2) Who is defining what order is? 3) What parties are 
complaining about a /ack of order now?” Ambassador 
Detrick rejoined, “What is proposed, rather, is not 
necessarily a restoration of order in the present, but a 
guarantee of it in the future - a commonality -- the same set 
of rules for everybody. We have approached you because 
you represent a significant portion of the business 
community, especially on Mars and in the Belt.” Trevor took 
another sip of his whiskey as he repressed a well-deserved 
outburst but proceeded calmly, “Well, you know, we are 
pretty satisfied with the status quo, other than the pirate 
situation, and I’m sure we will find a creative solution for 
that. We've handled the worst crises in the frontier 
settlements to everyone’s satisfaction. So, | really cannot 
see what you are getting at. Is this the usual solution in 
search of a problem?” 


This was precisely why they could not engage Van 
Leeuwan. Though he was emotional about his beliefs, he did 
not show it but forced his adversaries back onto the logical 
path. “I know exactly where you gentlemen are going with 
this discussion. You want to convince me that some unseen 
structure would be an improvement in everyone’s lives. 
Let’s ask Monsieur Levoisier here directly. Is French 
Polynesia better or worse for the operations of VLC and the 
Surrounding support industries? Is not crime way down and 
performance in education way up?” Levoisier looked 
annoyed, “Well, when | entered office...” Trevor interrupted, 
“Our operations began long before you entered office. Have 
the statistics not improved year over year despite who the 
ruling party is?” “True,” Levoisier admitted and shut up. 


Commander Kynaston had calmed down some, “Would 
not a treaty remove a lot of the burden from your company 
as well as others in the Frontier? There’s that problem you 
mentioned with the pirates earlier. With a treaty, there 
would be warships patrolling in the Belt and in any other hot 
spots. Outside the current Frontier you have no protection.” 
“We both know that is not practical,” replied Van Leeuwan, 
“The Belt is far too large for even a fleet of pursuit cruisers. 
Any apprehension would be by chance alone and you 
couldn’t justify sending escorts for every shipment both 
ways. You might be able to sell it to people on Earth, but not 
Mars or the Frontier settlements. Besides that, no 
government has ever guaranteed protection or would back 
it up even if they could. Where there is no duty of 
protection, there is no duty of allegiance, am | right? The 
actual victims in that scheme are never made whole. The 
most practical solution is for us to arm ourselves. 


No, gentlemen, this really smacks of a Sol System land 
grab on the order of that in the Western United States or the 
attempted grab at 16 Psyche ten years ago. A treaty would 
be the first push of the camel’s nose under the tent. People 
on the Frontier do quite well contracting with each other, 
company to company, or neighbor to neighbor.” Levoisier 
regained some of his composure, “You know, Trevor, 
speaking from personal experience, these alliances can be 
quite positive. You and your people could be helped 
immensely through greater cooperation. You should see the 
wisdom in riding the wave of history - not letting it swamp 
you.” And there it was -- the not so veiled threat at the end 
of their plea. “Well, gentleman,” Van Leeuwan said as he 
finished off his whiskey, “You've certainly given me a lot to 
consider and | hope that the reverse is true. But if you will 
excuse me, | am still a little disoriented from the time 
change, so with that | will say good evening to you all.” On 


that note, Trevor made his way back to the main room 
where he thanked Ms. Sanderson once again on his way out. 


Ambassador Detrick was a little astonished that his 
charms had not worked on Trevor Van Leeuwan. “Very subtle 
Monsieur Levoisier, the waves of history?” President 
Levoisier brushed the rebuke aside, “Please, gentlemen, | 
have known this Van Leeuwan for several years now and 
have watched him /n action, as they say. Believe me when | 
tell you this ambush did not take him by surprise. Messieurs 
had best do your research on the Van Leeuwan clan and 
their operations. His kind does not respond to gentle 
persuasion or flattery. We must combine our resources and 
ingenuity in order to bring him down or over to our side.” 
Levoisier continued, “| have tried for some time to set red 
tape snares for VLC, but they run a very clean operation - at 
least in my neck of the woods. Monsieur Marchand, have 
your people on Pitcairn looked into this angle? And 
Ambassador Detrick, what can your Federal Government or 
State Department do to tie them up? Whatever we do must 
be subtle. He has too many friends.” Ambassador Detrick 
agreed that more detailed planning was needed and that 
they should get together again before the Conference was 
over. 


General Campbell and Commander Kynaston played a 
few more rounds of nine-ball as their superiors chatted with 
assorted VIPs filtering in and out. Australian Attaché General 
Jiemba Campbell came from a long military tradition. His 
forefathers had fought in every conflict since the Great War 
and had proved their dedication to Australia many times 
over. They had done this for over a hundred of those years 
as they were still treated like second hand citizens. Now 
here he was at this meeting where he was assumed to be 
one of the in-group who makes the rules for everyone else 
or at least one of their bag men. He was unsettled by his 


earlier conversation with Mr. Van Leeuwan, and he was even 
more unsettled after this raw display of intimidation. Was 
this why he served, and who exactly was he serving in the 
end? 


Chapter Ten: Jiemba 


Trevor stayed only one more day in Berlin after having 
been to the Main Event already. His people on the ground 
would scour any new technical developments at the 
conference. What he truly wanted to do at this point was to 
head back to Magellan for a few months, per his usual cycle. 
It might be necessary, after all, to rally the troops - so to 
speak. However, it would not look good for him to pull a 
disappearing act at this time. There would be too much 
gossip and he would not put it past those jokers to 
Subpoena him before some government committee. After 
last night’s little performance, he contacted Meghan to fill 
her in. Though he wasn’t terribly worried in the short term, 
some form of government harassment was to be expected. 
“Meghan, | had a run in with the elite last night so | thought 
| would call and give you a short synopsis.” After a brief 
overview, Meghan cut him off, “Trevor, it has already 
started. We are already fielding calls about this permit or 
that one, this form or that one that we have already sent in 
in triplicate. The first thing | thought of was you over there 
raking up the muck. What did you say to set them off this 
time? We are also getting static over on Pitcairn and in the 
States.” 


The picture was starting to crystalize for Van Leeuwan. 
This plan had evidently advanced quite a bit in the last 
several months. It wasn’t just a rumor anymore. “Meghan, 
could you book me a Red-Eye flight this evening? | have 
everything | need from this side of the world so | should get 
back to Taha’a for a little strategic planning.” As usual, 
Meghan was all over it - she could hear the request in his 
tone of voice. “I’ve got you a business class seat on Virgin, 
departing from the Frankfurt Spaceport at 12:30 AM your 
time - gate A4. The ticket is being transmitted. Is there 


anything else we can do for you? The rain of paper is just a 
sprinkle right now, but | have an idea that a monsoon is 
planned.” Trevor continued, “Oh, Meghan, there is one more 
thing. | do have a French passport along with the American. 
When you are down there shuffling paper with Legal, could 
you find out what it would take to get me Mars residency 
status?” Meghan was puzzled, “Umm, sure Chief. What do 
you have in mind?” “I’d rather wait until | see you in person 
before | go any further. It’s just an idea | have percolating,” 
answered Van Leeuwan. 


The company driver found a clear wide-open sky lane 
to Frankfurt at this late hour, so the trip took very little time. 
The Germans had no speed limits for their low level aerial 
traffic in addition to the Autobahn. There was still some 
civilization left on Earth. On board the plane, he was putting 
away his two small carry-ons, overcoat, and hat when he 
noticed someone in uniform farther down the aisle. Taking 
his seat, he recognized General Campbell. When they had 
reached cruising altitude of 30 km, he motioned to the 
General that they should adjourn to the business lounge. 
From their previous encounters, Trevor felt there was still 
something redeemable in that man. This Red-Eye was a bit 
under-booked so there was plenty of room. “So you are 
going to visit us in the islands, General?” Van Leeuwan said, 
genuinely curious. “No. No. Sir, | have some urgent business 
back with Foreign Affairs - DFAT; The Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, so Tahiti is just a stop-over. The direct 
flights were booked.” 


“When you do have some time to spare, | hope that 
you will visit us,” Trevor smiled, “Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, | like that. Those two areas need to be 
thought of together more often. It would ease a lot of 
distress in the world(s).” The General followed, “What about 
you Sir? That was a long way to travel for only two days. | 


hope you got something out of it. Some blokes plan half the 
year for the Berlin Conference.” “I’m sure that in your line of 
work General, sometimes you accomplish your goals quickly 
and some seem like they will never be reached. Events can 
be quite unpredictable.” Van Leeuwan continued, “Von 
Moltke said, No great plan survives first contact with the 
enemy, is this not so?” The double entendre was not lost on 
General Campbell. “At times, it is difficult even determining 
who the enemy is,” the General said, not looking specifically 
at Trevor, but past him. 


Van Leeuwan asked, “So Jiemba, you mentioned that 
you would like a little more space duty. | have a feeling Mars 
is going to become a lot more interesting. What about a 
transfer there? | know that | will be soending much more 
time Mars-side, at least while our operations are ramping 
up. But then, my focus is not your focus.” Jiemba added, “It 
is true that there has been a lot more activity in the 
government reserve compounds and the independent 
settlements are like the Wild West - Australian and 
American. There are so many settlers out there with a whole 
different view of things. | need to get outside the bubble 
more often.” Trevor replied, “Now that’s a healthy attitude, 
Jiemba. New vantage points generally spice things up. I’ve 
been thinking along the same lines. Earth Operations are 
going pretty well these days. | may even take up our seat on 
the Mars Frontier Council.” 


Van Leeuwan knew that little gem would rattle some 
cages where it mattered. The General looked curious, “I’ve 
heard of it and vaguely know what they do, but are you 
seriously considering a move like that? | didn’t think they 
had any real powers.” Trevor continued, “I’ve been doing 
some research along with our Legal and Historical 
Departments at VLC. It is really quite surprising what was 
agreed to all those years ago. It appears that the various 


Treaty Powers and the Frontier settlements are quite 
separate beyond the original government compounds. | 
guess after the Mars Blight, they kind of tucked their tails 
between their legs. After handling it in such an abysmal 
manner, they had no choice. They essentially wrote off 
50,000 people. So yes, all power was conceded -- as if there 
ever was any power to grant or concede. | guess they just 
figured they would muscle their way back in after everyone 
had forgotten.” 


General Campbell was starting to understand. “It 
seems that quite a few people have forgotten. Don’t the 
settlements contract with the government compounds for 
many of their services? Things like police, fire, water and 
oxygen recycling, enclosure repair...things like that?” Van 
Leeuwan answered, “Well, that is what most people believe, 
because they just take those things for granted. The Frontier 
settlements do not do that and there is no requirement for 
them to do so. You can believe it. Those settlers have not 
forgotten a thing. Did you know that 80% of the food grown 
on Mars is grown on independent plantations and 75% of 
the power is provided from there? In addition, some of the 
biggest cargo ports are located in the independent 
territories. More than one territory has a nuclear a power 
station because no one in the government compounds 
wanted any more close to them. They sure do want the 
power though. You see, this is exactly why you should get 
yourself transferred. The experience will be truly eye- 
opening.” 


It was amazing, thought Jiemba, how much the experts 
would assume about any situation. They were so anxious to 
model the world on static initial conditions that they became 
blind. The people around them were so desperate for a 
soothsayer they would glom onto every word. He would give 
Trevor’s suggestion of a transfer some serious thought. He 


might want first row tickets to this show. He might even 
become a soothsayer. The hyper-liner moved through the 
black of night and the black of space toward the light side of 
the Earth. It would not be long now before they would touch 
down in Tahiti. Trevor and Jiemba chatted away about deep 
sea fishing, scuba diving, and other activities they both 
enjoyed. There was too much serious talk on this trip. 


Chapter Eleven: The Changing of the 
Guard 


The next day, after a good rest, Trevor tasked Meghan 
with getting a War Room set up and to identify some of the 
key staff they would need. This was an activity in which 
Meghan excelled - she was a master at organization. Van 
Leeuwan informed everyone at the first meeting what had 
gone down in Berlin and some of his suspicions that seemed 
to be coming to fruition. He outlined some of his thoughts 
on strategy and asked advice on an important question he’d 
been wrestling with. As a counter to the powers that were 
locking on to them, what would they suggest? “As much as | 
loathed the idea, | initially thought of throwing my hat into 
the ring with Levoisier. Right now he does not have any 
serious competition. There are a lot of launch centers in 
these islands and that means something. The idea was that 
if | were running against him that might stop the paper 
blizzard from the bureaucrats. Or, we could put up a 
candidate to run against him.” The participants looked 
around the table and discussed it briefly. 


“What else were you proposing?” asked his IT guru 
Shawna. Trevor continued, “The other idea is a more direct 
approach. I’m thinking of taking up my seat on the Mars 
Frontier Council. The Council has not been very active of 
late. | don’t believe they understand the danger yet. If | took 
my seat, | might have a good chance at the Chairmanship.” 
Shawna said, “That sounds like the best strategy to start 
with. You can get a lot of people to rally by getting them up 
to speed, and it will really throw a monkey wrench into their 
takeover plans. Those are the people with the most to lose.” 
Meghan seconded Shawna’s opinion, “I agree, Trevor. | 
already have a few ideas of whom we can get to replace 


Levoisier here. Maybe that fisherman -- Jacques Orama? 
He’s pretty popular and he’s a tough old bird. It’s going to 
get ugly, but once the islanders see just how dirty the game 
is, they should be very supportive. | did some checking and 
your status in the Mars Frontier settlements won’t affect 
your citizenship at all. You can take your seat on the Council 
immediately after you take up residence, but there’s not a 
vote for Chairman for another two months.” Van Leeuwan 
took it all in. He had a great team here! “That’s all right, 
Meghan, taking up my seat will get the message across for a 
start. | can work out of any of our offices over there.” 


“The next order of business,” Meghan continued, “is 
this transmission received from the Philo T. Farnsworth this 
morning. It appears that on their outbound trip, they 
detected at least three pirate craft on the inner side of the 
Belt, just outside of the commercial lanes. They managed to 
elude them, but figure they will be waiting for them on the 
return trip when they are fully loaded. The new wrinkle is 
that they detected some cruisers from Joint Space 
Operations in the same vicinity.” Trevor smiled, “Like the 
cavalry, they will ride to the rescue, no doubt. When do they 
expect to pass back through that area?” Meghan looked at 
her viewer, “They should be through in about 12 hours.” 
Trevor thought for a minute and asked, “Do we know the 
whereabouts of the Faraday? Is she still in the Sol System?” 
Thumbing through her viewer, Meghan replied, “The 
Faraday is still around. She should have finished offloading 
that equipment at the Mendeleev Mine by now. Do you have 
new orders for her?” 


After her last stunt, Van Leeuwan thought he had better 
not put Captain McDonough up to any more mischief, but 
she was Johnny-on-the-spot. “All right,” Trevor sat back, 
“give Captain McDonough these orders. Proceed to the 
coordinates for the last sighting of the pirates. Shadow the 


Philo T. Farnsworth escorting her out of the Belt and on to 
her destination. Scan the surrounding area for both pirate 
craft and Joint Soace Operations (JSO) cruisers at all times. 
Three pirate craft have been sighted thus far and at least 
two cruisers. You may interfere with any pirate attacks on 
the Farnsworth or the cruisers with the tools you have at 
hand. The only stipulation is that no one gets hurt. Do not 
damage the cruisers, but you must interfere with their 
operations if they go after the Farnsworth. Their weapons 
are real, and like | said, we don’t want anyone to get hurt. 
Naturally all of your operations must take place in stealth 
mode. We want to leave them as mystified as your 
stowaway was. You will be sent the evasion track used by 
the Farnsworth for avoiding detection in the Belt. That 
Should help you match course with them.” Meghan recorded 
the orders as given. They would be sent on the next uplink 
to Faraday. 


With the War Room meeting wrapped up, Trevor gave 
instructions for some of his personal items to be packed up 
for the trip to Mars. He was going to have to get used to 
Mars racquetball all over again. He was having the 
Michelson take him there rather than spending five weeks 
on a transport liner and besides, he would be able to 
monitor the activities of the Faraday from there. He could 
use the extra time on Mars to work in peace or maybe do a 
little rock climbing. People in this system had to remain 
under the impression that it took him just as long to get 
around as it did everyone else. So, he would alter the flight 
manifests on VLC transports to make them appear as his 
mode of interplanetary travel. He thought it best to hold off 
on his announcement of rejoining the Council until his 
blackout date was much closer to the end. It would be too 
awkward to go in and out of hiding to respond to the press 
in person. There would be more of a one-two punch after 
Meghan got their candidate for French Polynesia launched. 


Jacques Orama was surprised to get a message from 
Meghan asking if they could meet for dinner. They knew 
each other only by reputation, but both admired the other. 
Jacques Orama had one of the largest fishing fleets in the 
islands. He was a no-nonsense, hard as nails sea captain as 
well as a leading businessman. His clan was an intricate part 
of local history. Members of their family had dined with 
Captain Cook, or so the story went. A sword and other 
artifacts they had to offer as proof were displayed in the 
lobby of their headquarters in Tahiti. His family had also 
been early and ardent defenders of the Thunnes aureus- a 
genetically altered tuna brought about by one of Grandpa 
Marcus’ entourage. Meghan had never personally met Mr. 
Orama, but Trevor let her know that he was a straight 
shooter who did not spread gossip. Whatever they discussed 
would stay between themselves and their trusted 
confidants. Meghan, not by accident, had set their dinner 
meeting at the Bounty -- one of the more posh hotels in 
Papeete. They would be seen. Jacques arrived right on time 
and a waiter showed them to their table by the window 
overlooking the marina. Always a gentleman, he pulled out 
her chair, seated her -- then seated himself. The waiter took 
their drink orders and handed them their menus. “We 
supply this hotel with all of their seafood,” Orama exclaimed 
after the waiter left, “so we should be sure to get the best 
selection,” he laughed. 


Captain Orama knew Meghan from her charity work 
around the islands and though he had not attended her 
events, he often had his people bid on items at the auctions. 
After a pleasant dinner and the discussion of mutual friends, 
it was time to get down to business. There was no hurry as 
the more of the local gentry who saw them together, the 
bigger impact they would have. This is where the rubber 
meets the road, Meghan thought to herself, “So, Mr. Orama, 
there’s talk of drafting you to run for President. Is there 


anything to this? | never would have made you for a 
politician.” A smile came over Jacques’ weather-beaten face, 
“Aha, are you trying to reel me in with my own seafood as 
bait?” Meghan continued, “I’ve been asking around quietly. 
You have more of a following than you realize. Everyone 
knows that Levoisier is just another climber using the 
Polynesians as a ladder. He takes no interest in local issues 
because he would rather be travelling around the world on 
their francs.” 


“Perhaps | should ask why your boss, Mr. Van Leeuwan 
or even you yourself do not stand for the Presidency.” 
Captain Orama pondered. “His name has come up in every 
round of elections either for the assembly or the Presidency. 
You are quite well known, yourself, though you are much too 
humble to admit it. As for Levoisier, | would concur. He is 
like the fish still there at the end of the market - no one 
wants him, he smells the same, but you have to take him 
home. Whenever any real emergencies come up, it is 
always the Renards, the Van Leeuwans, and we Oramas who 
take the lead while he and his minions take the credit. | 
would swear that he only has parties, summits, and made 
up junkets on his calendar.” Meghan took another bite of her 
creme brulée, “As for me running, | am so flattered that you 
would consider me, but I’m busy trying to make myself 
indispensable at VLC. As for Trevor, you know how much he 
loathes politicians; the thought of him becoming one might 
give him a stroke. He considered it, but what he’s gearing 
up for is retaking his seat on the Mars Frontier Council. Keep 
that to yourself for now. Perhaps that is a distinction without 
a difference. Issues on the Frontier are closer to home for 
him, and for the company. So perhaps there is some comfort 
in the idea that Trevor would be suffering in a Hell parallel to 
yours.” Orama laughed his boisterous laugh providing an 
excuse for a few heads to turn toward their table. “Alas, | 
will not toy with you, mon chéri. | have indeed been quietly 


preparing to unseat our self-serving President. He would 
rather be in Paris, so let’s provide him with a reason to go 
there. | trust that | may count on the support of the Van 
Leeuwans and yourself?” Meghan was pleased - mission 
accomplished, for now. “Why, yes, of course the Van 
Leeuwans, the Renards, and | dare say the people are fully 
behind you. | may even carve out some time to canvas for 
you myself!” 


Chapter Twelve: Panning for Pirates 


The Michelson was ready and waiting for Trevor and 
what personal items he needed to set up on Mars. His 
accelerated his timetable because he’d had guilty thoughts 
about sending Captain McDonough on such mission on her 
own. There was no question of her abilities, but a little back- 
up could go a long way. There was time to catch up with the 
Faraday with plenty to spare and then proceed to the 
rendezvous point for a little reconnaissance before the Philo 
T. Farnsworth arrived. Of the crew of the Farnsworth, only 
Captain Micolau Quintana and his First Officer Karolina Lyyke 
were aware of the more advanced ships in the VLC fleet. 
Both were aware by now that they would be receiving 
assistance with any pirates and they were ready with their 
earpieces to receive direction from the other ships. This was 
the first time that an escort had ever been available and 
they felt better already. None of them wanted to spend 4 
weeks in a cramped escape pod -- or worse -- no escape 
pod. 


At the end of the shipping lane and the beginning of 
the Belt -- though there was no clear boundary -- the 
Faraday was waiting as the Michelson arrived. They had at 
least 5 hours before the Farnsworth would appear so they 
coordinated into a search pattern to look for any bad guys. 
Van Leeuwan had taken command of the Michelson, but he 
assigned Captain Birgitta Lahti and her crew to head up the 
search while he familiarized himself with the gravity arrays 
once again. Captain McDonough had shown quite a bit of 
creativity with them, he had to admit. He wanted to learn 
from her example. After about 4 hours, the two crews had 
located the three pirate ships mentioned in the reports and 
there was the Farnsworth, about 20 km ahead of them 
dropping to a lower solar orbit. Two Joint Space Operations 


cruisers were not far behind - they were big, had plenty of 
maneuvering fuel, armor and offensive weapons. The 
pirates had the fuel and appeared to have weapons, but 
there was no indication they were heavily armored as there 
was not much their normal prey could do to them. They 
appeared to be just modified freighters, but with modular 
removable armaments handy for entering any regular space 
port. 


The scanners indicated that the three pirate ships were 
maneuvering closer and closer to the Farnsworth, branching 
out to cover her on opposite sides, but out of each other’s 
line of fire. In order to be anywhere close enough they had 
to have been tracking them almost from launch. They took 
up positions in a roughly triangular pattern and were 
working to match her velocity while closing the distance 
between them. All ships, save the Faraday and Michelson 
were limited to Newton’s Laws, so there was only so much 
they could do in either attacking or evasive moves. Of 
course, the pirates had guns on movable turrets, so they 
could do a lot of compensation for position that way. A 
channel to the Farnsworth Captain and First Officer was left 
open on both the Michelson and Faraday and the inevitable 
first warning came over loud and clear from one of the 
pirate ships. “To the Captain and crew of the Philo T. 
Farnsworth, allow our ships to match speed so that you may 
be boarded. If you do not do so, you will be fired upon,” an 
obviously disguised voice announced over the speakers. Van 
Leeuwan almost had to laugh it was so cliché Hollywood. 
But still, he did not know exactly what was going to happen. 
He had a good idea, but he had to be prepared for anything. 
He had indicated to Captain Quintana and his first officer 
they should comply with this expected order. It would take 
some time before any of the pirate cruisers could close 
enough distance for docking to commence and he hoped 
they could spring a few surprises. 


All ships were changing their velocities with respect to 
their solar orbits and dropping toward the inner system. This 
velocity was quite considerable, though relative to each 
other it was not noticeable. In any case, it was unstoppable 
if they wished to return to Mars or Earth (excluding the 
Faraday and Michelson). Van Leeuwan had designated the 
ship from whence the first threatening transmission 
Originated as Pirate One. The ships looked virtually identical 
and had any visible call numbers removed or covered over. 
In an apparent attempt at whimsy, each ship had adopted 
one of the many versions of pirate flags of old displayed on 
their external viewers. Pirate One was moving slowly toward 
the Farnsworth while the other two held their position. The 
JSO cruisers had moved to within less than one kilometer 
behind, but it was not clear what they were going to do. It 
was not even clear to Trevor or any of his people where this 
newly minted Joint Soace Operations force got their orders 
or even under what quasi-governmental agency they 
existed. There had been no communications from them at 
all. Despite the old timey movies showing asteroid belts as 
flying gravel pits, this was not reality. Space was very big, 
asteroids were dark, and one would have to try hard to 
actually hit one as they averaged nearly 600 miles between 
them. Fortunately, the Faraday and Michelson brought their 
own gravel. 


Pirate Ship Two was holding a position above the 
Farnsworth by about 500 meters. Aboard the Faraday, 
Kimberly had been running computer simulations with the 
gravity arrays in anticipation of this confrontation. Eying 
Pirate Two, she had the arrays generate a nice gravity 
bubble or basically a section of curved space to the 
starboard side of Pirate Two. Pirate Two was thousands of 
tons, so she wasn’t sure if the field would be strong enough 
to do what she wanted it to do. Aboard the Michelson, 
Trevor’s first mate Captain Birgitta Lahti told him that Pirate 


Two had automatically started firing thrusters to try to 
reverse the deflection caused by the gravity bubble. 
Immediately, he understood what Kimberly was doing and 
directed Birgitta to blow her own gravity bubble and 
superimpose it with that of the Faraday. That did it. The 
combined fields were now telling Pirate Two which way to 
fall, and she was trying to fall up - away from the sun. Her 
compensational thrusters were firing almost constantly in a 
vain attempt to correct course. The unknown captain of 
Pirate Two was Starting to panic. He came over the comms 
in an excited voice shouting about being pushed or pulled 
and that his compensators were firing full blast. From Pirate 
One he was ordered to do anything he could to correct 
course, but everyone on the other ships knew that he would 
run out of propellant if this kept up. There was no advice 
offered to him as to how to escape his predicament. Finally, 
in desperation, he ordered the thrusters off and a restart of 
his main engines gimbaled to both compensate their 
heading and to break free of whatever had grabbed them. It 
worked. There was enough thrust to get loose of the 
gravitational anomaly. The Captain of Pirate Two, noticeably 
shaken, came over the comms one more time. “That’s it! 
We won't be able to help you guys on this one -- not if | 
cannot stay on station. | need enough propellant to get 
home, or to the next way station!” 


Van Leeuwan, over their private comms said, “Nice 
work Kimberly! I’m slow, but | do catch on eventually. That’s 
one down and two to go. Do you want to try some speed 
bumps next?” Kimberly told Justin and his team to get ready 
in Cargo Bay Two. They had a nice collection of Nickel-lron 
debris from pebble sized up to 10 kg or so. These they 
Shared with the Michelson. By this time, Pirate One had 
stopped movement toward any boarding she might have 
considered and held position about 200 meters from the 
port side of the Farnsworth. Van Leeuwan said, “Kimberly, | 


don’t like the look of that turret in the rear of Pirate One. 
Does that look like a rail gun to you?” Kimberly replied, “It 
sure does. Maybe we should have it removed; it would be 
safer for everyone. Justin, are you ready with the gravel, 
and some of the bigger stuff? Let’s start with the gravel.” 
Several handfuls of gravel were released out of the lock, to 
be picked up by the gravity arrays which spread them out 
over several square meters, while the Faraday moved in 
position toward the bow of Pirate One. The arrays moved 
the gravel field ahead of Pirate One and imparted enough 
delta v to catch someone’s attention. The crew of Pirate One 
could hear the impact of hundreds of projectiles against the 
front of the hull. Several external pressure and hydraulic 
lines took a beating. The crew was hard at damage control 
while the captain shouted orders. After a few seconds of 
wild firing, the compensators righted the ship and resumed 
position alongside the Farnsworth. The Captain of Pirate One 
gave orders to Pirate Three to hold position. What they were 
experiencing were just some chance anomalies with the 
asteroids. Still there was no word from the JSO cruisers. It 
was like they were not even there except they had moved 
much closer to the action. There wasn’t a lot of protecting 
and serving going on. 


Van Leeuwan had loaded some 5-10 kg rocks into his 
gravity arrays and guided the Michelson ahead of Pirate 
Three. She looked like she was sporting a rail gun turret in 
the rear, with either a laser cannon or particle weapon 
toward the bow on the starboard side. They were not very 
powerful weapons of those types (while not mated with a 
nuclear plasma drive rig), but they could do a lot of damage 
to an unarmed freighter. Trevor piloted the Michelson about 
in a very long lazy circle and headed for the bow of Pirate 
Three. Birgitta was guiding the port and starboard gravity 
arrays separately, each grasping a line of three large 
projectiles. She had the computer lock onto the two turrets 


-- targeting them with the little surprises at the focus of 
each array. The arrays were programmed to shut down with 
their payloads about 50 meters from their targets. This is 
incredibly reckless, Trevor thought to himself, but | know it 
will have a huge psychological effect. He increased the 
relative speed between the two ships to 30,000 m/s. When 
the arrays released, their payloads slammed into the two 
turrets parallel to the axis of Pirate Three. A shower of 
Sparks and liquid metal flew from the center of the rear 
turret as it was ripped from its mounts on Pirate Three. What 
was left of it flipped ass over teakettle down the aft end of 
the ship and into space. The front pod disintegrated 
completely followed by a shower of electrical sparks from 
whatever was powering it. The cables were dancing around 
above a crater of torn metal shooting great blue sparks 
whenever their ends flailed low enough to the hull. As Pirate 
Three was hit, her great mass went into a spin then tumbled 
as her compensation thrusters fought to straighten her out. 
Over the comms they could hear the captain of Pirate One 
shouting, “What’s happened!? What the Hell is happening 
over there?!” The captain of Pirate Three was fighting his 
own battles, barking orders to his crew to shut off various 
airlocks, power conduits, and the like to save his ship. His 
computer was handling the compensators and the tumbling 
slowed considerably. 


Van Leeuwan had calculated his attack carefully. He 
wanted to smash their weapon systems but not 
permanently disable the ship or harm the crews. Being a 
Ship builder himself, he knew what that class was capable 
of. There would be a whole lot of explaining to do when they 
brought her in for repairs, that is, if she stopped at the first 
port she could limp into. He consulted with Birgitta and 
Kimberly, “What do you two think? Do you think these folks 
have some clandestine port or ports somewhere? I'd hate to 
let them scurry off to some spider hole without any publicity 


at all.” Birgitta spoke up, “Captain, they must have some 
place to hold up somewhere before the primary shipping 
lanes. They need a place to strap on that gunnery they are 
sporting without too many eyes on them. It’s likely they 
have some fuel dumps way out here, or they could not 
operate.” Captain McDonough agreed and suggested 
perhaps they should disable Pirate One to the point where 
she would have to be taken back in in tandem with Pirate 
Three which was space-worthy but disarmed or send out an 
SOS. No matter what, their pictures were going to end up 
splashed across the System - they just didn’t know it yet. 
There was still no indication that the JSO cruisers were 
making any moves or contact. 


Aboard JSO Cruiser 0016, on loan from Space 
Command UK, the debate was raging. What should they do? 
They had not expected any of this. Major Sun recalled 
Commander Kynaston telling them before they left that they 
were just to observe, but if there were any extraordinary 
circumstances, they must act on their own judgement. He 
would not be there to bail them out and he would deny he 
had any connection to any of it. They could just leave these 
jokers out here, but that didn’t seem right. There was no 
guarantee they would make it back under these conditions. 
In the meantime, Van Leeuwan and his team had made their 
decision. Captain McDonough and Trevor each maneuvered 
their ships aft of Pirate One and powered up their gravity 
arrays. Initially at low power they probed in tandem, over 
the rear engine spikes getting an initial feel for them. 
Between their arrays, they caved in about one third of them 
as a shudder went through the ship. The pirate crew was in 
full panic now, not Knowing what was happening. This was a 
trip to Hell. They started paging through their ships camera 
views. One crewman shrieked as he pointed out the damage 
to the engine spikes, “We’re all going to die out here aren’t 
we?! We’re going to die out here!” The captain fielded 


damage reports, but wasted no time in contacting Pirate 
Three to let them know they were dead in the water. There 
was not enough thrust in the remaining engines to brake 
into the inner System. 


Onboard the Farnsworth, Captain Quintana briefly 
recessed to his quarters. Just to make sure there was a 
permanent record, he transferred all of the video data and 
log entries to the Faraday and Michelson. Several more 
copies he hid in special directories only he could access. He 
had a feeling the tales, if they ever came out, were going to 
be long and tall. He reemerged on the bridge in time to 
answer an incoming message from JSO Cruiser 0016. Would 
wonders ever cease? Major Sun addressed the Farnsworth, 
“To the freighter Philo T. Farnsworth, this is Major Sun 
commanding JSO cruiser 0016. Do you read me?” “We read 
you, loud and clear,” replied Captain Quintana, “We seem to 
be the only ones to come through this unmolested.” “You 
were very lucky. It is a very good thing that we came by!” 
Sun continued. “Are you in need of assistance?” Captain 
Quintana said, “No, not at all, but thank you for asking. We 
would just like to be on our way so that we may make our 
deliveries on time. Our customers are waiting.” Major Sun 
said a little more formally, “We really need to come aboard 
your ship, take your statements, and make sure that you are 
alright to continue.” Captain Quintana replied, “I don’t think 
so, aS | Said, we do not have the time to spare. And if you 
were here all this time, why didn’t you try to help us?” 


“But | insist,” the exasperated Major Sun returned. He 
wasn’t used to people talking to him this way. “By what right 
are you insisting we do anything? By what authority?” asked 
Captain Quintana. There was already laughter on the 
bridges of the Faraday and Michelson. “By the authority of 
Joint Space Operations!” shouted Major Sun. “Joint Space 
Operations? Is that a thing? Where does the authority for 


that come from? Are you going to shoot at us if we try to 
continue on our way?” Major Sun tried to collect himself. 
“Our authority comes from the Treaty Organizations of Earth 
and Mars.” Captain Quintana replied, “I just don’t see it. 
What facts do you have to prove that this authority exists 
and that it applies to us, even way out here in the asteroid 
belt? You can’t just make an assertion like that without some 
evidence to back it up. That’s simply not logical. Besides, 
even if it were true, your jurisdiction just does not cover us 
here. Your Treaty says nothing of the kind. Even if it did, we 
didn’t sign your Treaty, so what gives?” Major Sun was in 
too deep and had no answers. Leave that to someone with a 
higher pay grade. “All right, all right, go on your way. 
Someone will catch up with you later.” 


JSO cruisers 0016 and 0019 made arrangements for 
coupling to Pirate One and Pirate Three in order to get them 
back to the inner System safely. The cruisers were powerful 
ships and would have plenty of thrust along with the pirate 
ships’ own engines to slow them down. The thought of just 
cutting them loose and injecting them into the proper orbits 
occurred to Captain Sun, but he would have to consult with 
Commander Kynaston. No matter what, he was committed 
now. He would have to send repair crews aboard both ships 
to make sure they were space-worthy enough to make the 
trip. That meant he would have to go whole hog and arrest 
everyone they found. After warning the two pirate ships not 
to resist, the coupling procedures were completed. 
Detached units of the Royal Marines from both cruisers 
stormed the two pirate ships. All weapons were collected. All 
but a few key personnel, such as officers and ships 
engineers were confined to their respective brigs. Since they 
were all basically going to the same destination, the JSO 
cruisers and their new tandem friends, plus the Philo T. 
Farnsworth were all still within sight of each other. Captain 
Quintana made sure there was plenty of video and other 


data being collected by the Farnsworth. Finally it occurred to 
Captain Sun that they should not be operating within sight 
of the Farnsworth. He gave the order for JSO 0016 and JSO 
0019 to brake further to get them away from the civilian 
freighter. 


Captain Sun ordered his repair crews along with the 
pirate engineers and officers to catalog the damage to their 
ships and to begin any critical repairs. Sections that could 
not be saved with tools and materials out here were to be 
closed off. Damage to Pirate One was confined largely to the 
engines with no great damage being done to life support 
systems. Damage to Pirate Three was far more substantial. 
The rear turret tearing off had left three adjacent 
compartments open to space - they could only be repaired 
in port. Life support systems, command and control as well 
as the engines were still operational. There were some 
minor injuries, but no lives were lost as the gunnery was 
operated remotely. A full after action report was recorded by 
a nervous Captain Sun and transmitted to Commander 
Kynaston. There would be many reports to come. He 
wondered what the Commander’s reaction would be. 


Chapter Thirteen: Who Are You Gonna 
Believe? 


Commander Kynaston had gone over Sun’s report 
several times trying to figure what their next move should 
be other than to release the pirates from custody. He 
contacted Sir Richard Marchand and forwarded the report to 
his secure viewer. Sir Richard also went through it forwards 
and backwards while he pondered the situation. 
“Commander, you know that we have been sending those 
pirate ships out there to scare the independent colonists 
into compliance. Of course it doesn’t hurt that they mine 
hard to come by strategic minerals and we'd like to know 
where they are.” Kynaston thought some more and replied, 
“Perhaps we can use this incident to our advantage. Why 
can we not enhance the video in such a way that it shows 
our cruisers coming in to save the day? It’s the visuals that 
people focus on, isn’t it? And we control the media, or at 
least most of it.” Sir Richard said, “Crikey, | believe that 
you've got something there, Commander. We definitely 
have to move fast on this one. Can you put your people on it 
double speed? When you are ready, | will grease the wheels 
of the top media and we'll push the cavalry angle. And, 
make sure that you detain that freighter, the Farnsworth 
was it? Come up with any reason you like, safety inspection 
or some nonsense. Find out what port they are entering and 
let me know. Then put the local constabulary on it. I'll put 
that in motion on my end as well to make sure too many 
questions are not asked. Then put our pirates on ice 
somewhere, say at one of the JSO outposts. We'll decide 
what to do with them later.” 


“Aye, aye -- Sir Richard. | believe we are onto a plan. I'll 
get my people moving. Commander Kynaston out,” Twenty 


minutes later, Captain Sun was given the orders he was 
looking for. Take the pirates and their ships to the isolated 
Northern Military Reserve on Mars but let them be because 
they were working undercover. This puzzled him, but he 
figured that was above his pay grade - just like his original 
order to observe only. Next, he contacted Mars Traffic 
Control to check the manifest filed by the Philo T. Farnsworth 
for their destination and ETA. It appeared that they were 4 
weeks and 2 days out, and on schedule for touchdown at 
Millikan Center on the Frontier. Detaining them was going to 
be tricky if they pulled the same crap there that they pulled 
on him out here. But once on the ground, things should go 
much more smoothly. The best way to do it was to just bull 
their way through. Most people got very nervous then got 
out of the way when tactical teams showed up armed to the 
teeth. He put in a call to the Royal Marines detachment at 
the Equatorial Military Reserve on the Frontier, relaying the 
order from Sir Richard. They would have to get the 
Farnsworth and crew locked down when the time came. 


Six hours later, Kynaston’s technical teams had fixed 
up the logs from JSO 0016 and JSO 0019 sufficiently to win 
everyone a Distinguished Service Cross. There was enough 
red meat for the news nets to feast on for a few days. 
Though Commander Kynaston had seen a lot of these 
things, both real and fake he had to admit his people had 
outdone themselves this time. They melded in fire from JSO 
rail guns and particle weapons to coincide with the pirate 
ships’ movements and sustained damage. The 
communications track had been expertly dubbed with 
warnings from the JSO cruisers to the pirates, along with 
panicked voices from the Farnsworth. Finally, the 
conversation between Quintana and Sun was finessed to 
make Captain Quintana sound insolent and ungrateful. The 
finished product was transmitted to Sir Richard Marchand 
and was quickly approved for /eaking to the press. The JSO 


logs hit the nets like a typhoon. It was everywhere all at 
once. Pundits, politicians, and presstitutes were on line 24/7 
talking about the implications. And, since the primary 
corporate press was controlling the narrative, no one 
thought to ask about the point of view of the Farnsworth 
crew. 


Meghan watched the carnage on the nets with alarm 
but also with amusement. She knew that VLC would have to 
respond soon. She had been sent the unadulterated log 
transmissions from both Trevor and Captain Quintana. As 
soon as she and Trevor reviewed them, they put their own 
technical people to work in order to pick apart the claims of 
the Treaty cheerleaders. Of course it did not look good that 
Van Leeuwan was out to sea -- as it were -- in transit to Mars 
was the official story. Why couldn’t he be reached for 
comment? It was a good thing that VLC hired clever, 
resourceful people. The crew of the Michelson rigged up a 
compartment to make it look more like a standard Earth- 
Mars freighter’s quarters. The better furnishings were 
placed there along with some nice bookcases and lamps in 
the background. Trevor Van Leeuwan had given little notice 
that he would be making a statement regarding the video 
and its circumstances. He gave the press a 15 minute 
heads-up, and some trusted alternative media a full hour to 
prepare along with the names of some experts he had in 
mind, but did not know personally. “Ladies and Gentlemen, 
many of you have seen what is purported to be the logs of 
an encounter with a Van Leeuwan Corporation ore ship, the 
Philo T. Farnsworth, and what appear to be three pirate 
vessels that did not identify themselves. The Farnsworth 
was inbound with a shipment from the Belt to the inner solar 
system, specifically Mars, when it was approached by three 
unmarked ships that must have been trailing her. The vessel 
we Call Pirate One is the one whose captain or occupants 
ordered the Farnsworth to stand down and be boarded. It is 


this ship that is moving toward the Farnsworth. You might 
also notice, as you review the recording, that views from 
both of the JSO cruisers are from some distance or appear to 
be magnified. Why would these two ships not close the gap 
to engage these pirates? They clearly have superior fire- 
power, maneuverability, and speed. By not closing to their 
targets, they are endangering the lives of civilians.” 


Trevor, paused briefly for effect, then continued, “You 
have all seen these alleged logs as they have been played 
many times in the last several hours - leaked by some 
anonymous government source. What you have not seen 
are the logs made by the Philo T. Farnsworth and 
subsequently transmitted to our company headquarters. 
What you are about to see are the official log recordings of 
the incident in question. These logs have not been doctored 
or altered in any way, but they have been examined by our 
in-house experts and hopefully other independent forensic 
examiners when it can be arranged.” With that, the screen 
changed to views of Pirate One as she moved into position 
and made her first threats. The most important facets of the 
incident were played or replayed from different angles along 
with all of the audio. People had short attention spans. 


Trevor continued, “The differences between these two 
accounts are glaring. First of all, why was there not 
immediate intervention by the JSO cruisers? Was it perhaps 
because they had no business being there? JSO maintained 
radio silence until the incident was completely over. Neither 
JSO cruiser pursued what we call Pirate Two which got away 
- though she was clearly having trouble maintaining 
control.” As Trevor spoke, the various portions of the logs 
were played with each ship or aspect labelled on the screen. 
“Take a look at Pirate Three here with a side view. You will 
see what looks like sparks and molten metal enter and leave 
each turret as they are destroyed. The rear turret flies head 


over heels toward the rear of the ship. This simply would not 
be possible if a rail gun projectile hit the turret from the rear 
-- unless Newton’s Laws have been suddenly changed. On 
very close examination, in front of each turret, one can see 
some sort of debris moving rapidly toward it.” 


Trevor paused as the individual frames clicked by. There 
were arrows added to point out projectiles moving in the 
opposite direction of the ship. “We’ve estimated these 
projectiles to be moving at between 27,000 and 31,000 m/s 
relative to the target ship. That would make a large mess -- 
creating molten metal -- if those are iron-nickel objects. The 
spectrometers from the Farnsworth indicate that exactly - 
the plasma is almost pure iron with a significant amount of 
iridium. | don’t believe that the JSO is firing iridium bullets 
these days. Though it is very difficult to measure their size 
from what video we have, if they were primarily iron, we 
estimate the kinetic energy would be in the right ball park to 
do the damage we see here.” There was no video which 
could clearly show the damaged engine spikes on Pirate 
One. This was probably a good thing because it was not 
easy to explain. “I have just a few more items for now 
before | make a final announcement. Number one, what 
was the JSO doing so far out in the solar system? Number 
two -- what kind of battleships are those anyway? We’ve 
never seen the likes of any of them. Number Three - where 
did Captain Sun get off trying to order my people around? 
Number four -- our engineers have looked over those pirate 
ships thoroughly from the logs. They look very much like an 
older type Berkeley Arms design heavily modified for long 
range travel with modular heavy weapons packages - 
meaning they can trade them out, or demount them entirely 
to avoid regulations. And where, pray tell, would they make 
the swap? Number Five - VLC would like to inspect those 
pirate ships once the JSO has returned them to the inner 


system. And, we would like the logs of the two cruisers 
released to the public for comparison.” 


“Finally, before | sign off, | want to make an 
announcement,” Van Leeuwan continued as he sat back in 
his chair. “I was going to wait a few more weeks, but now is 
as good of a time as any. | will be taking up residence in the 
Mars New Settlements or periodically on a company site. 
With that, | will be resuming my seat on the Mars Frontier 
Council. This is Trevor Van Leeuwan signing off.” Birgitta 
said from off camera, “It looks like it’s really going to hit the 
fan now, boss!” Van Leeuwan said, “Tell me about it. It’s 
going to be all hands on deck for this one. | hope you are 
ready in the reserves.” Captain Lahti laughed her great 
laugh, “Well, we tag teamed those pirates pretty good didn’t 
we?” 


Late at night, watching from his cozy study in West 
London, Sir Richard Marchand dropped his cognac, possibly 
staining his two hundred year old carpet. The expensive 
Australian cigar fell out of his mouth and started to smolder. 
His butler scurried around under him trying to save the 
carpet as he stepped toward his viewer. “Call Conan 
Detrick!” Sir Richard shouted. The communications network 
tracked him down on his private line. Ambassador Detrick 
appeared in his thick white robe. “Detrick here, hello Sir 
Richard, what may | do for you at this late hour?” “I’m not 
sure,” Sir Richard said, still flummoxed, “Have you seen the 
news nets lately? That man, that upstart, that egotistical 
jerk -- Van Leeuwan -- is going to rejoin the Mars Frontier 
Council!” It was the Ambassador’s turn now. The color 
drained from his face. “He’s going to go and get those 
settlers all riled up, isn’t he?! He has an easy shot at the 
Chairmanship - they love him in the Settlements.” Sir 
Richard hadn’t thought of that, but it only made matters 
worse. He thought he’d better warn/recruit the Ambassador 


on the PR front as well. “You will have to catch the replay of 
his address ASAP. Things did not go as we had planned in 
the Belt. They kind of got turned on their head. | still have to 
contact Commander Kynaston and find out what went 
wrong. We have to start slinging mud at Van Leeuwan’s 
analysis aS Soon as we can. Call up whomever you need. 
You'll understand as soon as you watch it.” 


Conan Detrick poured over both versions of the logs for 
about 90 minute’s total. The Ambassador told the viewer to 
pause and to contact Malcolm Aldrich Ill in San Antonio, 
Texas. Soon Aldrich appeared, larger than life in Detrick’s 
study. “Yes, Conan, what is it?” Still agitated, the 
Ambassador blurted, “Have you seen...” “Yes, yes,” 
interrupted Malcolm. “I’ve seen it about 10 times now. Is 
that why you are calling at this late hour there?” “Of course 
it is! We’ve got to get a handle on this thing right now! Did 
those pirate ships really come out of your yards?” Malcolm 
Aldrich Ill seemed to have more on the line than the 
Ambassador, but tried to calm him down. He thought the 
Ambassador was made of stronger stuff. But then again, he 
had been given an easy path with fat government contracts 
his whole life. Very few times had he been called on to do 
anything other than write a big check, launder some money 
or host a fundraiser. “Don’t worry, ships are sold and resold 
- flagged and reflagged. There’s lots of ways to cover for 
that. We do it all the time. What I’m trying to do is to secure 
future business and future supply chains, along the lines of 
what you have accomplished. The Belt and outer system 
have to be under our control. It’s the best thing for 
everybody.” 


The public had been told that interviews with Mr. Van 
Leeuwan would be limited while he was aboard the VLC 
freighter Lise Meitner in transit to Mars. The majority of the 
Lise Meitner’s crew was not allowed to see him as he was in 


a section of the ship closed to them for this cruise. They 
were used to the idiosyncrasies of the company, but they all 
loved the work. The Captain knew that he was really aboard 
the Michelson or would soon be on Mars. He had 
communications patched though to wherever he would be. 
They had to stick with the protocols of non FTL travel and 
non FTL communications with their inherent delays -- both 
of which VLC had solved long ago. Another one of Trevor’s 
many ancestors had slipped by Bell and Heisenberg to crack 
communications via quantum entanglement. He didn’t know 
it was impossible, so he just did it. 


Meghan, the other executives, and their assistants 
were getting bombarded by calls from the press. All of 
whom knew that contacting Van Leeuwan during a transit 
was always problematic. If there were no more immediate 
statements from Van Leeuwan then she was expected to be 
his spokesman, even though she was the Chief Operations 
Officer. VLC did not have a PR department because they had 
never needed one. For the most part, she shunted them to 
one or two engineers in their forensic investigations section. 
They were becoming celebrities in their own right. In the 
meantime, the news nets and the underground media 
debated the questions ad infinitum, as they always did. 


There were some interesting questions this time. 
Questions like, what is the probability that just the right size 
asteroids would take out two turrets on one ship 
simultaneously? What were the odds that JSO cruisers would 
be that far out and in just the right place for a pirate attack? 
The people of the Mars Settlements certainly took it to 
heart. There had been a quiet encroachment in their towns 
and villages from the government incorporated side. JSO 
craft had been seen orbiting the better known asteroid 
mining operations for no apparent reason other than 


snooping. In the brief video downlinks Trevor made, he 
addressed several of these points. 


The Lise Meitner landed at Millikan Center right on 
schedule. That was the thing about interplanetary travel - 
there was no weather to mess up the schedules. The fact 
that Trevor Van Leeuwan had been on Mars for weeks, was 
never detected. The press clamored for a view of Trevor at 
Millikan Center, but was shunted away from the executive 
section. They would start showing up at VLC offices now 
looking for comments from Van Leeuwan. The very next 
morning at 8:00 AM Martian time, there they were, circling 
like hyenas. The Martian day was divided into 24 hours, just 
as on Earth. The only difference was that Martian hours 
were just slightly longer. Most people did not have any 
difficulty adjusting or even noticed at all. VLC headquarters 
was located in several modern impressive buildings at the 
intersection of two enormous lava tubes. Directly above was 
a natural sky light where a section of the terrain had long 
ago dropped into the bottom of the tubes. The natural 
oculus was covered over in a thick glass composite which 
filtered both ultraviolet light and gamma rays. The floors of 
the lava tubes were leveled or provided with rolling hills in 
parks or residential areas. To maintain a normal 
atmosphere, the tubes were lined and hermetically sealed 
with ventilation fans and CO, processors placed periodically 


along the walls though the plants took up most of it. Pumps 
powered small streams that recirculated the water flowing 
downstream through creeks, ponds and small lakes. 
Subterranean (Sub-aresian?) pipes would bring the flow back 
to the headwaters. There was grass, trees, and flowers 
along with bees and other Earth insects to make up the 
balance. Along the walls and ceilings away from any bored 
or natural sky lights, there were artificial lights tuned to the 
natural frequencies of sunlight and timed to the Martian day 


and season. All of these, of course, were non-governmental 
innovations. 


Trevor showed up in his limousine today, though 
normally he would walk. He wanted to avoid the mob scene 
at his apartment and deal with it just one time today. He 
was dressed sharply, as always, in one of his newer 
resistance suits. Most people wore a resistance suit on Mars 
which was a dialed down version of the technology used in 
the exoskeleton enhancement garb. The artificial muscles 
throughout the suit actually worked against the muscles of 
the wearer. Wearing one could compensate in an 
environment with much less gravity than the Earth. 
Resistance suits were an absolute must for those working on 
an asteroid or small moon with very little gravity. Van 
Leeuwan’s suit, on the contrary, was dialed higher than that 
of most Martians. Trevor’s suit was dialed to mimic the 1.4 g 
environment of Magellan in the New System. Many on Earth 
wore them part time as a fitness tool since one rather forgot 
they were there. 


Van Leeuwan walked toward the building entrance with 
reporters shouting questions and his security people parting 
the crowd. He paused halfway up the beautiful blue flecked, 
pink Martian quartz steps to let them have their way with 
him. “Ladies and Gentlemen of the press, | have time to 
take a few questions before we get down to business. But 
first | would like to congratulate and endorse my friend 
Jacques Orama as a newly declared candidate for the 
Presidency of French Polynesia. | have known Jacques for 
many years and | know he will do his best to make a clean 
sweep through those islands! OK. There in the sequins - 
very stylish, Katya, do you have a question?” Katya Ivanova 
of the Earth-Side Observer asked, “Mr. Van Leeuwan, are 
you going to continue your mining operations in the Belt? 
Aren’t you concerned about your employees’ safety?” “We 


have no plans to halt operations at this time,” replied 
Trevor, “Next, there in front please.” “Marjorie Sipes, 
Olympus Mons Journal, Mr. Van Leeuwan, do you think you 
have enough support to run for Chairman of the Mars 
Frontier Council?” Trevor answered, “Though it has not been 
long since my announcement, | believe my support is pretty 
high. Chairman Thornton has already told me personally he 
will not be running for re-election. Everyone else is still 
weighing their options. There in the back, Bjorn?” 


“Bjorn Ericksson -- Scandinavian Daily. \s it true that 
you have not heard from the Philo T. Farnsworth for some 
weeks now?” He replied, “Well, that is not exactly true. We 
know she is on her way home and Is on schedule. Her 
transponder is still functioning. The higher communications 
channels appear to be jammed. We are still looking into it 
though her ETA is 10:30 AM tomorrow, local.” Anthony 
Tomaso from MarsNet had been waiting patiently to ask his 
question. Trevor always knew it would be a good one, but 
could also be upsetting since he had excellent sources. “OK. 
I'll take one last question before we start the work day, or | 
start mine at least, MarsNet?” Anthony made sure he would 
be heard above the crowd and seen above the waiving 
hands. “Mr. Van Leeuwan, have you heard the rumors 
concerning the presence of disguised armored personnel 
carriers in the Settlements? They appear to be JSO. Could 
you comment on this?” 


A grim look came over Trevor’s face and he started 
Slowly. “I would like to confirm those rumors, certainly, one 
way or another. If that turns out to be true, it would be 
profoundly disturbing. We still do not have a satisfactory 
answer for why JSO cruisers happened to be in the vicinity 
of one of our ships, let alone pirate ships. We have no 
explanation regarding orders given to our people. | believe 
they were acting under the color of law - which is a crime 


anywhere. The freedom loving colonists of this world have 
dealt with the encroachments of thieves and power 
grabbers since my grandfather Marcus Aurelius’ time and 
will attempt to do so until the would be usurpers realize the 
error of their ways. JSO has no reasonable explanation for 
being either there or in the Settlements. They can operate 
anywhere in the vast uninhabited space of the solar system, 
this is true. But there is no justification for them in the 
Settlements. Like vampires, they have to be invited in. | 
don’t have a lot of sympathy for pirates, but perhaps the 
press should start asking about their disposition. If you 
remember the last portion of the Farnsworth logs, the 
cruisers were taking them in tandem back down the system. 
The activities of JSO and other encroachments in the 
Settlements will be a major topic for the Martian Frontier 
Council in the coming months.” Trevor waived to Security 
that they were going inside. Reporters kept shouting 
questions hoping he would take just one more. This was 
explosive and they knew it was their story for some time to 
come. 


Chapter Fourteen: Round Up The 
Usual Victims 


Back in his primary Mars office, Van Leeuwan had to 
get reoriented. He had not been here in some time, though 
the staff kept everything pristine. Though he had 
instantaneous communication with Meghan, their days were 
still not the same length. Over about three weeks Earth 
time, her night would become his day and vice versa. They 
were in pretty good sync for now. He gave her a quick call 
telling her he was in the office and asked her briefly about 
how Jacques Orama’s campaign was going. Meghan replied, 
“Its utter carnage! Levoisier is wetting himself. He never 
thought anyone would challenge him. | guess that is what 
happens when you live in a bubble of your own making! In 
the meantime, as his unofficial campaign manager, | get 
offers from this or that local potentate offering money, 
facilities, volunteers for canvassing this island or that one. 
I’m meeting with Jacques in a few days to sort through the 
donors who are trying to buy him off vs the ones who are 
really behind him. It’s totally crazy.” They went over a few 
housekeeping items and then signed off. 


His assistant, Roberto, buzzed him to say he had a 
visitor who had been waiting since before the office had 
opened. Trevor told him to bring him in. In walked Furniko 
Haruda, the owner of Haruda Metals, and she was not 
pleased. “Have a Seat, Furniko, please,” offered Trevor. “Can 
we get you anything?” Furniko fiddled with her dress a bit, 
straightening it and said, “I would like some tea please. You 
know what | like. Thank you.” He could tell she was trying to 
regain her composure. “I’m sorry Trevor, but I’m so angry | 
could just spit right now. And after seeing what those 
bastards are getting up to, | believe there’s a pattern.” 


Roberto quickly came in with a tea service and Trevor 
waived him off, “Just set it down and I'll take care of it from 
here Roberto. Thank you.” Haruda Metals had mining 
interests in the belt, on Mars, and Phobos. Trevor carefully 
poured tea and served it to Furniko then for himself. “Now, 
you look flustered, take a minute and tell me what’s got you 
worked up. Normally a twelve pound sledge hammer would 
not faze you,” he smiled. 


Furniko took a deep breath. “Many of us have mining 
interests in the Belt, right Trevor? Some are known, and 
some are not. We all accept that because secrecy is a big 
part of our security. Well, my people informed me on their 
last return delivery about a little visit paid to them on one of 
our unknown asteroids - not in the public record. This 
particular claim has some nice osmium deposits on it and 
we expect it to last for years. Well our visitors were JSO. 
We've seen them in other places like Phobos where they will 
just orbit and I’m sure do all kinds of scans and images. 
Nothing we can do about it. They obviously spied on our 
ships and tracked them back to this mine. Well, this time 
they came down! They brought a pod down with eight or 
nine armed troopers and an officer saying they needed to 
inspect our facility! This they did and nobody could really 
stop them. Of course, they had no nametags and wouldn’t 
identify themselves in any way. They recorded a lot of 
information then wiped our security logs clean so we 
couldn’t release them. For the final insult, they grabbed 
some ore samples for themselves and lifted off.” 


Van Leeuwan scowled, “Yes, we definitely do have a 
pattern. I’d bet that you’ve been hit by pirates like we have. 
Plus, | had a personal run in with some of the fixers or their 
minions -- it is so hard to tell which -- when | was in Berlin. 
They wanted to bring me into the fold as it were, so | would 
be protected - and they could make a killing. No doubt you 


have already been approached?” Furniko nodded yes and 
said, “Not yet this time, but I’ve always laughed them off in 
the past. They seem so inept and stupid. But | guess they 
get that way after years without any negative consequences 
for their decisions. You know | will do my bit, but | want to 
Support you for Chairman of the Mars Frontier Council. | 
know a lot of the others on the Council will too. We have to 
stand together against this bullying.” Trevor and Furniko 
tried to calm themselves down by speaking of more 
mundane matters - the state of the metals markets, the 
coming oil market, buildouts in their lava tubes and bore 
holes, and the revitalized Mars Symphony they had 
cooperated on. 


Trevor spent the rest of the day meeting with company 
engineers and subcontractors discussing the progress of the 
pipeline he was building from the oil field to the 
settlements. The refinery was already in limited operation 
with more of the modular sections brought from Earth, and a 
Surprising amount fabricated on Mars. It was being built in a 
large cavern bored into the same side canyon of the Valles 
Marineris where the VLC oil fields were located. Roads for 
the heavy equipment and tanker traffic of the early products 
were being widened and improved along the pipeline route 
all the way back to the Settlements. Of course, VLC and 
their contractors were building these roads and had long 
experience doing so. The road was lined with emergency 
shelters every quarter mile. This was very expensive, but 
out here it could be a lifesaver for some stranded trucker or 
maintenance worker. Located along the pipeline route, they 
could eventually take advantage of water, fuel, oxygen, 
hydrogen, or other products once they were refined. 
Building them with a hydrocarbon or water jacket could 
Shelter any occupants from cosmic rays the magnetic shield 
satellites could not divert such as UV and Gamma rays. The 
expectation was that there would be refinery hands, oil field 


workers, and pipeline maintenance residing out here. 
Eventually they could take over some structures to start 
more extended settlements. Van Leeuwan was longing to go 
out to the drill site and have a look around, but he knew he 
would be stuck here for a while. 


The next day the Philo T. Farnsworth touched down 
10:30 AM precisely in a loading bay pad inside VLC’s 
compound at the Millikan Center. Strangely enough, shortly 
before entering Mars orbit, her communications problems 
cleared up. But there was no time for interviews or other 
chit chat while the craft was engaged with ground control 
during landing. There were reporters in the public areas of 
the port recording the landing, but they were not allowed in 
the operating areas of the commercial compounds. 
Naturally they were anxiously awaiting the appearance of 
the crew of the Farnsworth. Such restrictions were ignored 
by others, however. As soon as the craft touched down, the 
rumors became fact. Reporters swore and cameramen 
scrambled to record visuals as three large APCs capable of 
holding forty troops and basic equipment raced through the 
public terminals out onto the landing grounds. The 
accelerators were maxed out as they shot toward the VLC 
complex in a cloud of thin Mars dust. 


One APC stopped on the landing pad while sixteen to 
twenty men piled out of the back in pressure suits. They 
hauled out mooring clamps and proceeded to lock down 
each of the landing legs of the Farnsworth. The other two 
APCs sped on to the airlocks of the pad gate where the 
occupants scrambled out of their vehicles and through the 
doors before they could be secured. It appeared from the 
terminal that each of those had poured out a full 
complement of troops in full gear. The reporters were 
already into or setting up their live links to the doings at 
Millikan Center. Another APC showed up and joined the rest 


on the pad. No one came out of this one. From the 
perspective at the terminal, there was no activity. Everyone 
was inside a vehicle or the gate structure. After about 
twenty minutes, the bay doors of the Farnsworth began to 
open and crew cargo unloaded as usual. The ore had been 
left in Mars orbit. 


Inside the gateway was a different story. Half of the 
troops double-timed it to the Farnsworth gate airlock before 
any of her crew could react forcing their way inside. In the 
opposite direction went the other team who pushed their 
way into the VLC landing complex main building. Ground 
Operations were told that the cargo could be unloaded, but 
that no ground crew would be allowed to interact with the 
Ships’ crew. All of the troops kept their pressure suits sealed 
and their visors down, concealing their identities. Their gear 
looked like standard JSO self-sealing pressure suits, body 
armor, rifles, stun grenades, etc. Next, they started going 
through the logs while VLC personnel were helpless to stop 
them. They had internal encrypted comms so it was 
impossible to know what they were saying to each other. 


Simultaneously, their comrades boarded the 
Farnsworth and systematically proceeded to round up the 
entire crew, barking orders to march this way or that until 
they descended into the pressurized gateway. Just outside of 
the Farnsworth’s lock connecting the gateway were a couple 
of troops that appeared to be directing the others. “Which 
one of you is Quintana,” shouted a woman’s voice from a 
Suit sporting captain’s bars. The sound came through an 
external speaker mounted on the helmet. Captain Quintana 
stepped forward. “And his first officer?” barked the captain 
again. Karolina Lyyke stepped forward with her Captain. The 
JSO captain, or so they had guessed told them, “Captain 
Quintana, you and your crew are being held as material 
witnesses under the Terrorism Act. Once you have been 


questioned and we gather any evidence, you will all be 
released.” Before Quintana could utter another word, the 
two officers turned on their heels and marched down the 
hall, leaving several of their goons there to make sure they 
stayed put. 


Other troops were spread out over the rest of the ship, 
paying special attention to the bridge and the officer’s 
Spaces. Here, too, they concentrated on the logs, personal 
and company records and the navigation computers. Four of 
the troopers were going over every square meter of the ship 
with laser and holographic scanners taking video, making 
measurements, cataloging every visible detail and a few 
invisible ones. It wasn’t figured they would have much time 
before someone inside VLC would get organized with some 
kind of resistance. JSO had never been inside any of these 
craft that ran exclusively out of the Frontier and mined in 
locations they had never heard of. What they hoped for was 
a goldmine of information to go with the intimidation. It was 
assumed that all of the records would be expertly 
encrypted, but there was always hope with the shot callers. 
At least what was visual could not be scrambled. Engineers 
would be going over unidentified components or 
unrecognizable retrofits for months trying to work out what 
technology was being hidden from them. The men and 
women doing this naturally did not know all the reasons why 
or question them. They were just following orders. 


Just when he thought the day might proceed 
peacefully, Trevor got the word about the Farnsworth. 
Remembering the reporter’s question regarding the APCs, 
he quickly called VLC Security out at Millikan and scrambled 
them to action. He wanted to know if they would be able to 
blockade the APCs before they could get out, or at least to 
try. They had no weapons but they wanted to confront these 
guys in the open. The Chief of Security told him he would try 


to scramble as many vehicles as he could to form a cordon. 
There were a lot of heavy haulers and loading equipment 
that would be useful. If the APCs were still there, there was 
a good chance at trapping them inside the VLC compound, 
but it wasn’t enclosed in any way. No one had ever thought 
of doing so because essentially everyone was security 
conscious and this was unprecedented or had been for 
many decades. By the time Trevor got the call, half of the 
VLC drivers and their immediate neighbors were in their full 
pressure suits headed for their rigs. Trevor grabbed his own 
personal helmet and high tailed it to Millikan to see for 
himself what they might be doing to his people. 


Vehicles for Millikan Center Security, VLC Security and 
those of two or three other companies were moving into 
position to block the exits for the APCs. Meanwhile, the 
troopers had finished their business inside the VLC building 
and aboard the Farnsworth. They had the entire crew of 
twelve, including Captain Quintana and First Officer Lyyke in 
pressure suits, hands bound, marching them toward the APC 
that had contained the mooring clamps. The mooring 
clamps had been removed and bolted to the outside of the 
APC. Now that there was plenty of room, the crew of the 
Farnsworth was shoved inside the APC and the rear door 
Slammed shut. In a cloud of dust, the three APCs quickly 
moved back toward the passenger terminal toward the 
Settlements with the two fully loaded units running a screen 
for the third unit containing the Farnsworth crew. The 
reporters were having a field day, to be sure. All of this was 
live on the news nets and everything else had been 
preempted. The experts supplied their own commentary, 
though none of them knew what was going on or how to 
explain it. 


Though these personnel carriers were big and fully 
loaded, they were designed for Earth - thus meeting the 


military specifications for Earth. This meant that they were 
heavy but powerful and fast. Being on Mars only amplified 
their capabilities. Gunning for the edge of the space port 
grounds, each of them, in turn, would briefly go airborne as 
they took the moguls at high speed. They wove and spread 
apart, coming back together as they avoided the heavy 
equipment gathering to block them on the field. A cloud of 
fine dust was rising and spreading out behind them. The 
plan must have been for them to head straight through the 
New Settlements and to disappear in the military 
reservation on the other side. The commander of these 
carriers must have been in contact with the higher ups 
because they suddenly turned away from the Settlements to 
go cross-country around them. By changing direction, they 
avoided the rest of the makeshift cordon and avoided more 
time on the reporters’ cameras, such that it mattered. 
Cameras in the tower of Millikan Center tracked them as 
well as they could through the dust until they disappeared 
inside the military reservation. 


Van Leeuwan was in a vehicle with two company 
detectives as they got the call from the VLC Millikan 
compound. As soon as it was clear, VLC Mission Control got 
through to him to tell them that the entire crew of the 
Farnsworth had been abducted by the JSO goon squad; 
confirming what he had seen on the news nets in transit. He 
told the driver to head straight for Mission Control and the 
company cargo docks. The JSO group had just gone out of 
sight and there was no chance of catching up with them 
now. The vehicle had barely backed into the airlock, 
confirmed the seal, and normalized pressure before Trevor 
and his men were through the hatch. They went straight to 
the terminal area where they found the employees still 
shaken up, but mostly pissed off. Trevor and one detective 
went with the supervisor into his office. The other detective 
told everyone to not change anything in the room that was 


not vital to normal operations. It wasn’t likely but there may 
have been some evidence left behind. Then he began taking 
each one aside to get statements from them. Before they 
got started, Trevor called back to VLC Security and told 
them of the need to get investigators aboard the Farnsworth 
to see what they could find, and to drum up whomever they 
felt they needed on high priority. 


“Those sons of bitches! Those sons of bitches!” spat 
the supervisor, Dov Guttenberg, as he paced his office. 
“They just stormed in here and started pushing everyone 
around. It all happened so fast. They blocked the access to 
the Farnsworth then started shoving everyone into the room 
next door. The good thing is, everyone remembered their 
training. | must have seen four staffers besides myself who 
hit the button to transfer and flush whatever was in the 
short term memory files. This happened as soon as they 
barged their way in here.” Van Leeuwan and Detective 
Armstrong just let him get it out while they recorded his 
statement. “We didn’t know what they might do next 
because they were armed to the teeth. | don’t know what 
they expected - probably just the bully factor. The whole 
group was fantastic, though. No one said a single word - 
also right out of the manual. We never saw their faces. 
Everyone was in full vacuum regalia including the visor. No 
names, no faces, no badges, no numbers. There were some 
rank insignia though. | saw one captain, one lieutenant, and 
a corporal but I’m not sure about that last one. They were in 
a big hurry; | guess they knew there was only so much they 
could get away with in one go. When we came out of the 
other room, a couple of my people saw them trying to 
access the computers. A couple of them were walking 
around the control room with scanners like they wanted to 
take the whole thing with them and rebuild it somewhere 
else.” 


Van Leeuwan stayed at the control center for a little 
over an hour. He knew there was nothing else he could do 
here, but he wanted to support his people. He knew it would 
help if he let them vent for a while. He shared their anger, 
So perhaps it was cathartic for him also. On the flip side, he 
felt that whoever was responsible for this stunt wanted him 
to remain off balance. By responding right away in some 
dramatic fashion, he would only feed the monsters. He 
would respond, but perhaps not in the way that they were 
hoping for. The news nets would stir up the frenzy and his 
friends, known and unknown would respond for him through 
their broadcasts. What he had to do was think ahead to 
what tactics his enemies would use for spin this time. How 
would they go about turning their victims into perpetrators 
in the eyes of the public? For now, he tried to communicate 
this to his people who were pretty savvy, but were still 
people. They might not all have his patience to stay silent 
for the short term. He had confidence in them though and 
by the time he left, they had calmed down considerably. He 
returned to VLC headquarters alone. The detectives stayed 
on to take charge of the additional teams who were en route 
to do the more detailed forensics at the control center and 
aboard the Farnsworth. 


Back in his office that afternoon, Van Leeuwan told 
Roberto to hold all but the most urgent calls, meaning no 
calls from the press or for anything he considered low 
priority. Roberto had been with him for some time and could 
read him almost as well as Meghan could. He knew he had 
to get his people away from those Orcs. It was almost a 
move of desperation to have taken them in the first place. 
He spoke with some company lawyers to start them 
applying pressure on whomever they felt might budge. This 
meant the military arms of whatever governments were 
sponsoring the JSO and the governments themselves. 
Through intermediaries, he contacted various watchdog 


groups to also apply pressure. Finally, through other third 
parties, he started the ball rolling in the alternative media 
asking questions about 1) Where was the crew of the 
Farnsworth? and 2) Where were the crews of the pirate 
ships, and the ships themselves? From his Mars office, Van 
Leeuwan only issued a short statement demanding the 
return of his employees who had been taken under no 
recognized authority from private property on neutral 
ground. 


The JSO office responded just as briefly by saying, “The 
crew of the Farnsworth is being held as uncooperative 
material witnesses to attempted hijacking and piracy. Piracy 
is an offense under the Terrorism Act.” There was a lot of 
other pseudo-legalese with which to wrap up this 
nonsensical justification of kidnapping. No mention was 
made of the fact that it was the crew themselves who were 
the intended victims of a crime. The problem with the JSO 
and so many other TLAs (Three Letter Agencies) was that 
the origins and chartered purposes of so many were long 
forgotten and held on to /ega/ standing by only their 
fingernails. An agency created by another agency with only 
a brief outline in some massive spending bill shoved 
through at the end of a long dead session hardly had the 
blessing of the people behind it. The People had nothing to 
do with it, really. The People who paid for it all with a gun to 
their heads, but unable to understand it could only be 
comforted by the Stockholm Syndrome induced in them 
since they were infants. In the end, the agencies were 
discussed by politicians and pundits as if they were 
legitimate entities with some kind of real backing. The fact 
is that very few people bother to check their legitimacy. 
They would rather go with their feelings and hope that 
whatever happened to those other people would not happen 
to them. Those who did bother to check on the real pirates 
were held hostage by a legal system that would bankrupt 


them before giving them a straight answer - let alone 
justice. This court system is run by the same people who 
gave them the Three Letter Agency. Or worse it is an 
administrative court run by the same agency doing the 
damage in the first place. 


The JSO was one of the more shadowy entities, in fact. 
They owed their existence to some long ago executive 
orders from various participating governments. By virtue of 
the fact that their funding was reflexive with most of that 
being dark (line items redacted in the budget) and no 
oversight, they thrived. The JSO was funded by several 
governments, yet accountable to none of them. It was much 
like the Five Eyes system in the old days. (There were many 
more eyes now.) Who knew how long the Philo T. Farnsworth 
crew would be kept on ice or what was happening to them? 
The main thing Trevor had working for him (or hoped to) was 
the support of the Mars Frontier Settlements. 


Chapter Fifteen: Friends in Low 
Places 


Long ago governments had a monopoly on Mars 
colonization. Having extorted so much money, they were 
the only ones who could afford to get there. Consequently, 
everyone had to play by their rules, or their funding would 
dry up and that would be that. Of course every dime or Euro 
taken was for the benefit of a//, but by the time the a// were 
paid off, what was left? Space vehicles and colonies were 
designed by committees with endless delays taking three 
times the money required to build them. The more clever 
and far-sighted innovators on Earth put their money and 
talents behind their own technology and management skills. 
They saw opportunities on Mars and beyond -- both material 
and spiritual. Soon they were able to build their own ships 
that could make it, land, and start exploration and 
settlements. In some areas with only a little dust to hide 
them, they could harvest meteorites full of valuable 
elements directly from the surface. There was nothing on 
Mars to grow over them. 


The government compounds continued to build, often 
licensing or buying technology from the entrepreneurs of 
the unincorporated sectors. By the time this happened, the 
technology had already advanced once more. It wasn’t total 
gloom and doom in the government zones. There were 
several designs and discoveries that emanated from there. 
They just did not happen as often and the innovators were 
not always given the credit they were due. Generally fresh 
ideas would die on the vine as often as they would be 
implemented because the higher ups were just too afraid to 
try for fear of any failure and the loss of funding. On the 
Frontier, necessity was the mother of invention and sales 


were a necessity since the colonists could not extort money 
from their neighbors. Eventually, the growth rate in the New 
Settlements began to creep past that of the government 
controlled sectors and that made the bureaucrats nervous. 
Locally, many began seeing the Mars colonies as a one-to- 
one comparison between top down kleptocracy and 
spontaneous organization. 


For the last four days Quintana and Lyyke had been 
separated, but had enjoyed the same routine. Each would 
be marched into a room to a table where there would be 
coffee, bagels or other inducements. In front of them was an 
Opaque screen covering the front of a table where a panel 
sat with three to five people; depending on the day. Twice 
each day for about an hour, depending on when the panel 
decided to give up, they would be peppered with questions. 
These were inquiries regarding their routes, destinations, 
transit times, other incidents with piracy, company policies 
on piracy, their career experience, navigation systems and 
almost anything else under Sol. Quintana sat there 
absolutely silent with only the sound of him spreading 
cream cheese on another toasted bagel or the slurping of 
his coffee when it was too hot. This place had a decent 
library and he knew he was earning double overtime as the 
company worked to get him and his crew out of here. After a 
while, Karolina Lyyke could tell who was a General or 
Admiral, who was a politician, who was a psychologist or 
engineer asking the questions. She would have them ona 
bit seeing how far she could bait them or she would talk 
about her cat for twenty minutes. She never said a word 
about her job or what the Captain’s orders were or anything 
about her fellow crew members. Like Quintana, she had 
confidence in the people around her and knew this could not 
last forever. 


On the outside, people were asking questions. People in 
the Frontier Settlements were organizing themselves and 
picketing various government enclaves and offices. They 
besieged the call-in programs where the hosts were not 
towing the official party lines but were shut out of primary 
media outlets and chat streams. Van Leeuwan made a 
rousing speech at the Mars Frontier Committee meeting as 
he resumed his seat. Various politicians and pundits were 
talking in circles about the Terrorism Act and how it applied. 
Half of the callers for those programs strongly advocated 
that everyone do exactly what the JSO told them to do. They 
were convinced that the JSO was there to protect everyone 
and parroted phrases like they put their lives on the line 
every day for you and me! They made their ignorant 
comments out of fear Knowing nothing of the JSO or its 
forebears. Van Leeuwan retorted, “As for the application of 
the Terrorism Act, extraordinary claims require extraordinary 
evidence. The burden of proof is on the abductors of my 
crew and nobody else. Show me how it applies to my crew! 
The Captain and crew of the Philo T. Farnsworth were the 
victims of an assault, and they are being chastised as 
criminals!” 


At around 2:30 AM of the fifth day, Quintana, Lyyke and 
the rest of the crew were awakened and told to get dressed, 
and to take any of their personal effects with them. They 
were allowed fifteen minutes to get ready. There was a dark 
Skinned man with dark hair there who had a military look 
and was anywhere between forty and sixty years old. He 
was dressed in civilian clothes and dark glasses, but he was 
definitely in charge. Four of the guards were accompanying 
him wearing darkened face shields as they motioned the 
crew out of the holding area and down the long corridor. All 
the man said - in an Australian accent -- was that they need 
not be nervous, they were going home. They were back in 
the lava tubes; the lights had been adjusted to night setting. 


Here and there, stars were projected on the ceiling and 
walls in their proper celestial order while they could hear 
crickets chirping. A line of automated taxis were waiting to 
take them wherever they wished to go. 


The crew of the Farnsworth thought it best if they all 
returned to VLC headquarters for debriefing. They wanted to 
report in and let their families and friends know they were 
all in good shape. Van Leeuwan was notified immediately by 
Quintana as they pulled away from the international 
compound. He quickly got dressed to meet them there. 
There were hugs all around and a little champagne, but they 
were not going to stay up all night. It was time to get home 
to their loved ones. They could report in to Security 
tomorrow for debriefing then take some time off if needed. 


Debriefing, the next morning, did not take very long. 
Trevor had assigned a Security officer to take each of their 
statements on a one-to-one basis so they could be in and 
out. Most opted for their standard time off as they were just 
coming back from a cruise. Quintana and Lyyke wanted to 
get caught up on some reports and get up to speed on the 
latest scuttlebutt, even though they were it for the most 
part. They were anxious to get back to the Farnsworth to 
see what had been done to her and to help the 
investigators. Trevor let the crew know that they were free 
to appear on any of the news nets or talk shows and say 
anything they wanted about their adventure save what was 
proprietary to the company. All of them should feel free to 
consult with the company lawyers about their individual 
cases. If they wanted to file suits on their own they could do 
whatever they wanted, but a coordinated legal strategy was 
likely far more effective. They would be one of his best 
weapons in the short term. 


The official line on the news nets later that day was 
that the crew of the Farnsworth had been released on 


humanitarian grounds. The JSO office issued a short press 
statement of their sympathy with the ordeal suffered by the 
Philo T. Farnsworth crew in deep space. Of course, the right 
to subpoena any of the crew at a future date was still 
reserved by the JSO or their home countries. (Never leave 
out any threats, if possible.) The press tried to contact the 
public relations department or press secretary for the JSO 
but it seemed that those did not exist. Evidently this had 
been an oversight of the oversight committees. Van 
Leeuwan issued a company press release asking the 
question, “Why was this great humanitarian act done in the 
dark of night?” His statement went on to say that though 
VLC was thankful that the crew seemed to come through 
their experience unscathed, the company would be seeking 
both legal and moral redress for the unexplained actions of 
the JSO and its sponsors. Nobody knew what this meant 
exactly, and that was the way Trevor wanted it. 


All was not well within the government and military 
compounds. From the outside everyone was quiet and stoic. 
This was what the public was expected to see. Even on the 
inside, everything was so compartmentalized the woman in 
one cube did not know the man in the next was at the end 
of his rope. The release of the Farnsworth crew had several 
people’s hair on fire, though no one could say why. It was 
obvious without extensive enhanced interrogation (a term 
lifted right out of the Gestapo manual), there was to be no 
useful information to be gained from them. The longer they 
were held, the worse the situation became, but there was no 
one here with guts enough to stand up and Say so. His 
comrades would take enemy fire any day of the week for 
him, but to disagree with the hierarchy was anathema. After 
sitting on several panels for days peppering these poor 
people with ridiculous questions, the new Deputy 
Commander of the Mars Equatorial Military Reservation had 
had enough. It was time to cut the Gordian knot so he wrote 


orders for the prisoners’ release. The orders were signed, 
“General Jiemba Campbell.” He had spent his time since 
then getting chewed up one side and down the other by 
several officers he had never met, all of whom claimed to be 
in charge. He was a step ahead of them, though. From all 
the briefings he had been given, there was nobody in 
charge of this debacle. This was another off the books op 
where there was no clear paper trail of orders. He took their 
chastisement calmly and at the end of each session he said, 
“OK. If you wish to pursue this, then let’s have a court 
martial.” This ended the session rather abruptly and he 
never heard from them again. Of course there were more 
devious means to get rid of him, but as it turned out, those 
going after him the most vehemently were grateful he had 
put an end to it. 


Van Leeuwan was definitely right about Mars getting 
interesting. General Campbell followed his gut and put ina 
transfer to this posting not long after the Conference. He 
was surprised how quickly he was approved. Then he 
remembered how puzzled he was for being included in 
Trevor’s ambush at the Berkeley Armaments hospitality 
suite. Perhaps they wanted him here to keep an eye on Van 
Leeuwan. He’d heard of officers being groomed for various 
tasks or posts, but never thought anything more about it. No 
one thinks it will happen to them, or if they do, they are 
highly susceptible to flattery. There were more clandestine 
means, of course. AS a manager, he was capable of getting 
people to do things they did not want to do when prompted 
by a motive he had planted there. He felt that was what a 
good manager did to keep people engaged and focused. He 
was beginning to see the powers that be from a different 
angle now - an angle he did not particularly like. Being 
manipulated always rubbed him the wrong way. He had 
served on Mars briefly in the past and decided to resurrect 
some of his old civilian contacts to get the lay of the land. 


There were also a few friends who had retired from the 
military and had opened businesses in the New Settlements. 
Like him, they had begun to question what they were doing 
late in their careers - and just who they were doing it for. 
These men and women had a sharp eye for detail and 
efficient bullshit detectors. 


In an environment of continuous spin by the media and 
governments, the primary emphasis was on the very 
existence of pirates. Were the people of Earth-Moon-Mars 
going to be safe in the foreseeable future? Everyone saw 
that the Philo T. Farnsworth was not capable of defending 
herself. She could have been captured lock, stock, and 
barrel, out there where there was no protection. Had it not 
been for the JSO ships that just happened to be present, she 
would have been lost. Who knows what would have 
happened to the crew?! Would they have just been blown 
out the airlocks or shoved into escape pods like others 
before? Would the ship have been reflagged or sold for 
scrap? The narrative had been pushed into higher gear 
because the headwinds for the intended message were 
strong this time. Never say die! 


Alternative media was growing on Earth but much 
more prevalent on Mars, especially in the New Settlements. 
These outlets were governed not by some arbitrary political 
entity waiting to yank their license, but by whether or not 
their information was reliable. Even the advertisers had to 
play ball. The Farnsworth logs were getting a lot of views 
and a lot of independent analysis. Well respected scientists 
and engineers had publically vouched for their authenticity 
as unaltered logs, though interpretations varied a bit. 
Similarly, the New Settlements contained several private 
security agencies, investigative and forensics agencies as 
well as arbitration centers. VLC Internal Security was highly 


respected among others for their level of detail and 
accuracy. 


Plenty of lip service was paid to the Official 
investigation which was on the fast track to nowhere - the 
standard delay tactic. The whereabouts of those three pirate 
ships was still a mystery due to the ongoing investigation. 
All kinds of psychologists and government officials were on 
line with their pet experts gas-lighting audiences - telling 
them not to believe the VLC logs. The primary news nets, 
naturally, shot down any explanation other than their own 
as conspiracy theory. Shouting down their opponents was 
completely childish, but a tried and true method of 
argument - still appealing to a core audience. The main goal 
was to promote and amplify public fears of piracy and 
terrorism. Convincing them to give up more of their liberty 
was always the key to safety. 


The various branches housed on the Mars Equatorial 
Military Reservation never really had an enemy to fight. 
Consequently, they gathered information on just about 
everything and everybody around them. They had to justify 
their black budgets somehow and laws were for other 
people. As Deputy Commander, General Campbell had 
clearance for nearly everything - everything they told him 
about, at least. He perused the files on VLC operations and 
on their key personnel, including Trevor Van Leeuwan. The 
files were surprisingly sparse containing mostly publicly 
available information. Jiemba marveled at what was either 
the ineptitude of the military or the tight security of VLC. 
Van Leeuwan could be very unpredictable, but there were a 
few haunts in and out of the Settlements where he could be 
found that were out of the way and on a semi-regular basis. 


Wanting to meet with Trevor without a lot of prying 
eyes, he picked three places and staked them out at the 
appropriate times. Dressed in civilian clothes, Jiemba was 


just about to give up on his second pick when Van Leeuwan 
came in. This pub -- The Francis Drake -- was a bit seedy, 
but it was not too far from Millikan Center. It was dark, like a 
college bar filled with booths or picnic benches and big 
wooden tables carved full of names. Trevor made his way to 
a booth in the back nodding to the bartender on the way. 
The nod meant to bring him the usual. The bar maid brought 
him a tall dark brew in a tankard and he sat back and took a 
long sip. Once it looked like he had gotten comfortable, 
Jiemba slowly made his way across the room, taking his half- 
finished lager with him. As Jiemba was nearly there, Trevor’s 
eyes opened wider in recognition. “Well hello General, you 
are a long way from Berlin and Australia! Please, have a 
seat!” Trevor, while shaking Jiemba’s hand called the 
barmaid over again. “May | refresh your drink sir? And, if 
you have not eaten, you must have one of their burgers on 
me! That’s why | come here; they know me and know | 
always order the same thing.” 


After looking at the menu, Jiemba obliged Van Leeuwan 
and ordered the same bacon cheeseburger he was being 
served with the same killer French fries. “So you decided to 
see for yourself what Mars is all about?” asked Trevor. “| 
Suppose you could say that,” answered Jiemba. “My tour as 
attaché was coming to an end so! was thinking of trying 
something different when | met you. | wasn’t getting 
anything more out of it professionally, if you know what | 
mean. I’d been to enough cocktail parties and talked to 
enough politicians.” Trevor didn’t know what it was, but 
there was something about Jiemba that he liked. Once he 
was not in uniform and in a setting like this, he spoke more 
freely. “Perhaps you did put the Mars bug in my ear when | 
was especially open to suggestion,” the General laughed. 
“But on a more serious note,” he paused while he was 
served his burger and fries. “Hold on a second.” Jiemba 
prepared his burger and took a good bite. “Mmm, you are 


definitely right about this cheeseburger. I’m glad | waited. 
Finishing off his lager he slid the fresh one in front of him.” 


Jiemba said, “I need a little more beef before | start on 
that next lager. I’ve been here for about an hour and a half 
waiting for you so | need a little more food to balance the 
beer.” Van Leeuwan frowned as his radar went active. 
“Waiting for me? You mentioned a more serious note. And 
how did you know | was going to be here?” The General 
said, “Let me back up a bit here so you get the full picture. | 
definitely did come to Mars on a whim, as it were, to try a 
different direction. Again, | believe it was our meeting in 
Berlin that pushed me in this direction.” Jiemba told Trevor 
how he had barely gotten his orders when the whole piracy 
incident hit the news. “Right away when | arrived, | noticed 
how much tighter everything was on the base than my last 
tour here twelve years ago. So many areas are off limits to 
this group or that one. But rank has some privileges.” The 
General told Trevor how he was shanghaied to sit on the 
ridiculous interrogation panels for VLC crew members. 


Van Leeuwan was getting a little hot under the collar 
until Jiemba told him how he finally put an end to the 
charade when everyone else was too paralyzed to make a 
decision. “So anyway, | Know a lot of things now that many 
would prefer | not know. | got chewed out a bit, but they 
only did it for show, in my opinion. It’s all part of the thin 
green line, as it were,” smiled Jiemba. “That was such a shit 
job they did on your people, mate! | still don’t know who is 
pulling all the strings, but I’ve got my eyes open. That’s why 
| wanted to meet you out of the way. Maybe there’s 
something else | can do to make it up to you?” Trevor was 
cautious. He still didn’t know if this was some kind of set-up, 
but he went with his instincts. “Well,” Trevor paused, “It 
doesn’t take a lot of deductive power to conclude that the 
pirates, the JSO, politicians and some key contractors are 


likely all on the same team. The participants may or may 
not know it themselves, but someone is manipulating a lot 
of pieces on the board.” Jiemba continued, “I may be able to 
help you with part of the mystery, for what it’s worth.” To 
anyone else in the bar, it looked like the General was 
handing Trevor a business card, which he was. Stuck to the 
card in the corner was an optical chip which Trevor slotted 
into his viewer. He was astounded as he flipped through the 
logs of each of the three pirate ships, plus personnel files on 
every member of their crews. There were navigation logs for 
an entire year for all three of them. Finally there were 
images of each of the ships parked on pads with what 
appeared to be a large mountain in the distance. It looked 
like Olympus Mons. 


Jiemba was silent as Trevor scanned through the files 
some more. It would take days and several more people to 
absorb this intelligence coup. He then added, “It was only 
chance that | came across this set of files. There seems to 
be a lot of tension and confusion at the base. Some people 
were getting sloppy with their security measures. Several of 
the printed stills were in a folder of one of my fellow 
panelists. | nicked the electronic file in the folder while he 
was on a bagel break and made a copy. At the time, | was 
just thinking of insurance for myself, but perhaps it can help 
you as well. Those pictures of the pirate ships look like they 
were taken at the Mars Northern Military Reservation. It’s 
pretty isolated, in fact there are no real settlements there at 
all.” 


Van Leeuwan slid his plate to the side, but continued to 
nibble at his fries. He took a good sip of his beer and sat 
back. “Have you been to the Northern Reserve?” The 
General replied, “Yes, but as part of a quick tour of the area. 
It’s in the SE part of Amazonis Planitia in the middle of 
nowhere.” Trevor scanned through the files again and 


enlarged the photos of the two damaged ships. “You see 
these heavy weapons? You see the rail guns, the particle or 
laser weapons and the more conventional cannons?” Jiemba 
nodded yes. “Well,” said Trevor, “they look to me like they 
are on a kind of quick change modular mounting system. 
Are there facilities on that base where armorers could swap 
those in and out?” The General looked up, trying to recall 
what he’d seen at the base long ago. “The cannons could be 
done anywhere and no one would notice. | don’t know about 
the turrets, but | wouldn’t think so. Those are big suckers. If 
it were me doing it, the best place would be a large asteroid 
or a moon out of the way. Gravity on Mars is low, but it 
would still be a hassle. On an asteroid, moving them around 
would be easy. And, it’s off the beaten track.” 


“What about those turrets and their weapons 
packages? Am | going to find them in Jane’s Fighting 
Spacecraft?” smiled Trevor. Now it was time for the General 
to get serious. “No, Trevor, | have never seen those before. 
They are not as powerful as what the JSO is using, but they 
look pretty sophisticated. They don’t look like they came out 
of someone’s garage; they look like a government 
contractor built them. With enough study of the images, one 
might be able to identify the armaments themselves out of 
a Catalog like Jane’s, unless they are completely custom 
built like the turrets. The problem is that the turrets cover 
most of the details of the weapons. There’s a black market 
in military arms, but specialty stuff is just that - specialty.” 
Van Leeuwan resumed, “I’m certainly grateful for your 
expertise, and | really appreciate your giving me this file. 
You are taking a big risk. You saw that we released our own 
logs despite that Hollywood crap put out by JSO. You don’t 
believe they could have made those long distance shots 
either do you?” Jiemba said, “No | don’t and | find such 
fortuitous meteor strikes to be highly improbable. As for the 
risk, | don’t think that will be an issue. I’m a pretty good 


judge of character. | know you will be very discrete about 
how you use that information. It’s the very least | could do 
for your people, and probably the closest thing you will get 
to an apology from anyone at the Reservation,” smiled 
Jiemba. “Your crew is top notch. No one got nervous and not 
one of them said a word that was worth anything. I’d love to 
have an entire battalion of blokes like that!” 


Van Leeuwan said, “We do try to hire the best. We put 
them through quite a screening program. It’s not easy 
sitting in those cans for weeks at a time getting on each 
other’s nerves. There’s a lot of training involved and it takes 
a special kind of person to do it.” The General stood up and 
said, “Well, I'd better be getting back or the gossip will start 
buzzing. We might want to meet again periodically. Is there 
a discrete way | can get in touch with you?” Trevor thought 
for a moment then said, “Yes. Get in touch with the 
bartender there, Mick. He’s completely trustworthy. Just tell 
him you are looking for me and he will forward the message. 
If | want to meet with you, | will do the same and he will 
pass on the time and location. We should have code names, 
as hokey as that sounds. | don’t want Mick to get into 
trouble.” As the General was putting on his jacket, he asked, 
“One more thing, Trevor. Did you see there how some of the 
aerospikes were caved in on the lead pirate ship? I’m not an 
engineer so I'll defer to you, how do you think that 
happened?” Van Leeuwan looked puzzled. “Yes, yes, that’s 
very interesting. I’ve never seen damage like that before. 
One would have to get a closer look at it to get a better idea 
what happened there.” 


Chapter Sixteen: The Plotters Thicken 


Trevor puzzled over his meeting with General Campbell 
for several days. He was taking this windfall of good will at 
face value for the moment. He had no reason not to. As for 
the pirate logs, he immediately took them to VLC Security 
and one trusted outside agency - Vidocg Investigations -- for 
thorough examination. Normally internal security would do a 
bang up job, and will on this one. But he wanted an 
independent report to get more eyes on it and in case it was 
needed for public scrutiny. He called over to the company’s 
Space Operations Center to get a rundown on what satellite 
data they had or could attain giving them information on the 
Northern Military Reserve. Any information could be useful. 
VLC had pretty good coverage of Mars as they were still 
prospecting here. 


The logs revealed a gold mine of information from the 
start. These boys and girls had been quite busy. There was 
an attack on a Haruda Metals convoy as he had suspected. 
There were flare shots across the bow of each ship warning 
them to stop. The video showed one ship - the Nakamura 
Maru -- being boarded and likely taken. It looked like her 
entire crew were off loaded and transferred to the Jabe/ 
Maru along with provisions. The various videos showed what 
looked like every cargo container she had being ejected out 
of the primary loading bays of the Nakamura Maru, then 
being pulled one by one into the ships of the perpetrators. 
He thought he’d remembered something about the 
disappearance of the Nakamura Maru last year. He made a 
note to ping Furniko on that, painful as it might be. 


There appeared to be several instances of one or more 
of these ships shadowing commercial vessels to scout out 
the location of their mines or other operations. There were 


three other raids it looked like, and the Security had not 
gone through even a quarter of the logs. These were all 
exterior shots, it seemed. Whoever they were, they were 
careful to keep the internal video off. This was only the first 
pass through the logs. Later, more careful analysis might 
reveal more clues. As for names and identification, the voice 
prints all appeared to be altered. It was likely they all used 
fake names -- even with each other. The navigation logs 
appeared to be intact and would be very useful. There’s no 
mystery why they would not want to mess with those. He 
would have to be careful with them as he did not want to be 
given that kind of advantage over his competition - 
tempting as it may be. The visual and transponder data 
(where they were turned on) would tell him who was being 
followed. Trevor left them to their work but to alert him if 
there were any more logs including JSO vessels. 


Already it looked like there were plenty of agenda items 
for the next Mars Frontier Council meeting. He made some 
notes and fired them off to the current Chairman, Niles 
Thornton. They would be controversial issues, but the time 
had come to talk about them. Next month’s meeting would 
be the election so now was the time to get things out on the 
table. The enterprises on the Frontier, especially the fully 
private ones, were reluctant to speak publicly about their 
profits and losses or other trials. There were more 
appropriate places for that. The only ones who needed to be 
involved were the victims, the perpetrators, and their 
arbitrators. There were times when a widespread group 
approach was needed. No one had to Say it aloud; the issues 
were uSually large enough or had simmered long enough 
that spontaneous order would coalesce. A few people would 
just start solving the problem, and more people would join 
in. After a few generations out here, everyone knew that 
problems were resolved from the bottom up, not the top 
down. On the contrary, the worst disasters, like the Great 


Blight, were caused by top down thinking, centralized 
planning, and the least qualified people with the greatest 
number of votes. 


Van Leeuwan received a call from the company Space 
Operations Center regarding his request for data on the 
Northern Military Reservation. It was within the orbital paths 
of some of the satellites. They had pictures they could show 
him when he was ready. He arrived in their department right 
after lunch and they began their review. The technicians 
spread out some photos on the conference table. Several 
were there just to represent the various building phases of 
the base since it had been established almost seven years 
ago. The progression in the overall size of the base and 
various surface structures could be seen plainly; some were 
angled views and some were overhead. There was not much 
for manmade items until one looked at the base of Olympus 
Mons. There were tourist facilities on the surface such as the 
gondolas, of course, with the underground lava tube 
accommodations. There were the McKinney mass drivers up 
different sides of Olympus Mons along with the McKinney 
observatory facilities. 


Trevor was shown a handful of extreme enlargement 
photos of the base and buildings. The three pirate ships on 
individual pads could clearly be seen as they are quite large. 
He asked if any more detailed photos were possible. If 
satellites were repurposed how much of a hassle it would 
be? He would like to get more than one view of each 
building as well as the pads and support equipment around 
the pirate ships. That would be his wish list, or to get as 
close as possible. Pointing to a couple of the photos, he 
asked the technicians if those were fuel and oxygen tanks 
not far from each pad. Did they think that each vessel could 
be refueled? He felt that the ships had not been disabled to 
the point where they could not get off of the pads for a short 


flight over the surface, even the craft with the bent up 
aerospikes. Not all of the engines would be needed for a sub 
orbital hop; only for breaking from very high velocity. The 
kernel of a plan was formulating in his head. He had no idea 
if it would go anywhere, but he was going to get some 
better photos just in case. The technicians assured Van 
Leeuwan that some satellites could be repurposed and he 
could have even more detailed images of the base and 
ships in 72 hours. 


The Michelson was still in orbit but with a bent space 
bubble around it which made detection quite difficult. 
Gravitational distortion of any radar beams aimed at her did 
not reflect properly making the ship invisible for all intents 
and purposes. The bubble was at low power in a gravity- 
neutral shape, so the ship could orbit with little or no power. 
Van Leeuwan called the control center to find out what other 
New System vessels were available or would be available in 
the next week or so. Michelsonwas Off line for routine and 
preventative maintenance. The Granville Woods would be 
here in two days followed by the Linus Pauling the next day. 
All were sizable cargo haulers and all had powerful gravity 
arrays. Two Sol System ships were needed, actually only 
one, but two gave a better comfort factor. The Huygens was 
available as was the /Ju/es Verne. He went through the 
rosters and looked up some potential leaders of the five 
flight crews he would need if he were to pull this off. He 
would be bringing them in one at a time to see how they felt 
about a special mission. He didn’t want anyone tackling this 
one if they were not willing to take some personal risks and 
that included their crews as well. 


After a few calls around the New Settlements Van 
Leeuwan felt he had taken an accurate temperature of the 
locals. He had been away for some time, but it looks like 
they had been stewing for most of it. They were ready for 


the Mars Frontier Council to get back into the swing of 
things. Many had been peppering Chairman Thornton with 
their agenda items along with his. Thornton was very 
organized and had done a good job collating their priorities. 
Though there were many subtopics and issues of great 
importance, the agenda could not go on forever. When 
Trevor received it, the following items were listed. 


AGENDA 
Mars Frontier Council 
Date: Ceres, 14, 137 


Chairman: Niles Thornton 
Meeting Time: Tuesday, 7:00 PM 
Location: Heinlein Community Center 


121 Opportunity Street 
Copernicus, New Settlements 


Reading of the minutes of the previous meeting. 
Vote on acceptance of the minutes 

Piracy 

Abduction of New Settlement crews 

Tariffs on Frontier goods and services 


So Sr ® DNs 


Nominations for Mars Frontier Council Elections 


Chapter Seventeen: Robert’s Rules of 
Resistance 


When Van Leeuwan arrived at the meeting, the venue 
was as packed as he had seen any in years. He took his seat 
on the dais with the others on the executive committee. 
Niles looked at the clock, then his watch and gaveled the 
meeting to order. It took a few minutes to get people to 
quiet down, but finally he could get started. “Ladies and 
Gentleman, our Secretary, Dinesh Mishra, will read the 
minutes from our last meeting.” As Thornton nodded to 
Dinesh, he read off the minutes from the last meeting. 
There were one or two motions for minor corrections and a 
motion was heard to accept them with those amendments. 
The motion was seconded. “All those in favor of approving 
the minutes as amended from our last meeting say Aye,” 
the PA system blared. There was a clear shouting for 
acceptance. “All those not in favor of acceptance say Nay!” 
There were no objections. “The Ayes have it! The minutes 
have been accepted,” Thornton concluded. 


“The next item on our agenda is piracy,” Thornton 
stated. “I have included only the word piracy here, as the 
issue is very broad and we have not discussed it in some 
time. The purpose is for us to get many of our ideas and 
feelings out there in order to shape it for a course of action.” 
There was a buzz of murmurs from the crowd and several 
hands shot up. “The Chair recognizes Ms. Furniko Haruda,” 
relayed Thornton. The Haruda family had been in shipping 
since the Edo Shogunate. Some of her ancestors were 
pirates, to be truthful. Furniko Haruda stood up straight and 
tall in her conservative but very attractive dress. She had 
taken over the business from her father when she was only 
30 years old. She was 57 now, but barely showed it. Out of 


respect, the room went totally quiet. “Ladies and gentlemen 
of the Mars Frontier Council, | Know most of you here, and 
we have many more friends in the community. | know that 
we prefer to be stoic in the face of losses, but this piracy 
has grown to the point where we must no longer be silent. 
Lives have been lost in my family and yours over 
generations just to find the resources we need to trade and 
survive. | feel the time for silence is over. Haruda Metals has 
been attacked several times, followed, spied on and 
harassed. We lost the Nakamura Maru and her entire cargo 
by pirate predation. Fortunately, her crew was spared, but 
the incident was still traumatic for them. We have all seen 
the attempted piracy of a VLC ship recently, but Trevor can 
talk about this if he wishes. | would like to know if others are 
experiencing the same thing, and then | would like to 
explore ways of ending this evil, once and for all!” 


“Thank you for your input, Ms. Haruda,” Thornton went 
on, “Mr. Jurek Kawalczyk, you are recognized.” Kawalczyk 
stood up to address the room, “Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
My company, Fracht Warszawski only hauls between the 
Earth, Moon, and Mars plus orbiting stations, Diemos and 
Phobos. We too, on our Earth-Mars runs have been hijacked 
several times. It is useless to do anything, but open the 
airlocks and let them in. Their weaponry is quite frightening. 
There aren’t nearly enough Earth cruisers to cover that 
distance thoughly, and we’d probably end up being 
prosecuted ourselves if we tried to fight back.” Jurek bowed 
and sat down. 


The owner of Rio Grande Produce Distributors, Silverio 
Rodriguez, was recognized. "| concur with what Mr. 
Kawalczyk is saying. | am not involved in the shipping 
business but | am a major customer. My shipments have 
been taken several times, by more than one hauler. Their 
insurance or mine might pay for much of it, but | am still 


without my product and so are my customers here. I’m sure 
many of you have been disapointed when some dish you 
were looking for was not available? If something is seasonal, 
it makes things extra difficult and way more expensive. But 
that is nothing compared to the danger to the haulers.” 


Thornton turned to Trevor, "Mr. Van Leeuwan, do you 
wish to be recognized?” From the dais, Trevor addressed the 
room. "The investigations - | mean our own investigations - 
of the Farnsworth incidents are ongoing, and | promise you 
we will not take six months doing it. We ourselves have 
been victims of this scourge for some time now, like all of 
you. You recall in an attack on one of our ships, there was 
nothing left but the crew and the life pods. Of course it was 
most important to preserve the crew, but clearly this cannot 
go on. We have not experienced the spying, but that is 
probably only a matter of time. Our crews are all personally 
armed now and we’ve managed to discourage a few 
boarding incidents though surprise. We didn’t have to shoot 
anyone, but the firepower was enough to discourage them. | 
believe that is why three ships were used on the Farnsworth. 
Nobody wants to try to get home when their ship is 
frightfully undermanned. 


One of the biggest unanswered questions regarding the 
Farnsworth, was just what the heck those two JSO cruisers 
were doing there at just the right time in just the right 
place? | think we are going to find that many incidents we 
believe are pure happenstance are actually related ina 
bigger picture. Call me a conspiracy theorist if you like,” 
Trevor smiled. "But we should always look to connect the 
dots when our gut tells us they are there to connect.” 


The Chairman pointed to a younger woman in what 
looked like flight coveralls.”Ms.? Do you wish to be 
recognized?” She nodded and stood up. "Mr. Van Leeuwan, 
do you think we should be arming cargo ships? An all out 


space battle might just get everybody killed on both sides 
wouldn’t it? Our ships are not heavy enough to take 
extended fire are they?” Then she sat back down. 


Niles gestured to Trevor, "Mr. Van Leeuwan, you may 
answer the question.” "Thank you, Mr. Chairman. "Well, the 
thought of arming our ships has crossed my mind more than 
once. You see, | don’t believe the attacks are being 
sponsored in the New Settlements or anywhere on the 
Frontier. | might be naieve, but that’s what | think. Now, as | 
said, in the last six months, our crews have been armed and 
the incidents of harassment have dropped considerably. Our 
Captains, as do yours, always warn the bandits that 
aggression cannot be tolerated. We generally get them to 
agree on record that compromise on aggression must not 
happen and that those who pursue it must be punished. 
They don’t believe we can punish them, so why not? This is 
the same policy that we practice in the New Settlements, so 
why not take it with us? Most of us wear a weapon or two, 
and life is pretty peaceful for us, compared to say, Earth. As 
for arming our ships, VLC has done a fair amount of 
research on this, but never implemented it. And no, most 
cargo haulers out there do not have the armor to take a 
sustained attack.” 


Furniko Haruda raised her hand again and was 
recognized. "Surely, Trevor, the abduction of your crew by 
the JSO was an act of aggression. How do we punish them? | 
see items three and four on tonight’s agenda to be related. 
Both are crimes committed primarily against residents of 
the Frontier, those working in the Belt or those out in the 
vastness of space. My ancestors and yours have both dealt 
with these issues in the distant past. Was it not common for 
our ships to carry their own weapons like cannons, flintlocks 
and swords? Were not those ships just as isolated in their 
day as ours are now? The Americans broke up the Muslim 


kidnappings and piracy that reigned in the Mediterranean 
Sea for hundreds of years, only because they got fed up. 
Everyone paid those thugs for years while a million 
Europeans were kidnapped and put into slavery. We 
certainly are not at that point, but there is a lot of hard work 
in the mines, and who better to do it than slaves for the 
unscrupulous?” 


The young woman with the flight suit stood up again 
and waited to be recognized. "Sarah Bailey here. | would 
also like to know what those JSO cruisers were doing so 
close to the Farnsworth. That was some some serious 
military hardware they were sporting, yet they didn’t 
threaten the pirates at all. Who do they expect to be 
fighting way out there? What else is flying around out there 
that we don’t know anything about? Shouldn’t we be asking 
about their real purpose - as if we would get a straight 
answer? Anything beyond the Nation’s Treaty compounds is 
supposed to be off limits to military craft. | guess that is not 
true in space, but it was certainly true for those APCs 
abducting the Farnsworth crew.” 


An older gentlemen with a distinguished white beard 
and white hair stood up. Thornton gestured to him and said, 
"Culloden MacGregor, you are recognized.” MacGregor was 
semi-legendary on Mars. As a prospector, he had found 
almost anything there was to find, except the oil found by 
VLC. He’d found water, salt, iron, copper, sulpher, 
bauxite...the list was too long to repeat. He worked for 
himself and consulted for half a dozen other firms. He would 
spend weeks at a time in his self designed rolling habitat 
and laboratory. He had seen more of Mars up close than 
almost anyone living in the colonies. Culloden spoke, ”"What 
you are really talking about, in a nutshell, is justice. I’ve 
been on Mars most of my life and for all of that time I’ve 
lived on the Frontier. The people in the government enclaves 


don’t understand us and don’t respect us. They don’t 
respect anyone, really, except the government hierarchy. 
We've lived on this knife edge for a century -- especially in 
the few tubes that we share with them. | was surprised it 
took so long to have an incursion like the one with the 
Farnsworth crew. And, | would go so far as to say that 
stealing your stuff is not the primary purpose of the 
pirates.” 


"The fifth item on the agenda is also related,” said 
MagGregor, ’There’s always been a tariff. It might be 5% or 
15%, but it has never been zero. The Frontier doesn’t charge 
a tariff because there’s no one to collect it. We pay their 
tariffs, in their money by the way, but what does it do for 
us? Nothing. We still make money selling them stuff so we 
keep doing it, regardless of how they manipulate their 
currency. We don’t really need to sell them stuff anymore, 
but they desparately need to buy it. We too get stuck in our 
ways of thinking such as, that’s the way it’s always been but 
it isn’t the way it always has to be in the future. We could 
cause a lot of havoc by refusing to pay their tariff in their 
worthless currency or just selling them less stuff. People 
forget that their laws don’t apply to us, regardless of what 
they would have you believe. It’s all about respect folks - 
respect; and justice when you don’t get it. We have to get 
them to agree that we need mutual respect and truly 
impartial justice. It goes without saying that the first thing 
the Farnsworth crew did was transmit their Charter of 
Negative Rights to those pirates, as we all do, but do they 
respect it? No.” 


Niles noticed that Furniko had raised her hand once 
more. "Ms. Haruda, you are recognized.” She stood up and 
straightened her dress once more. "Mr. MacGregor has 
thought this out and made some very good points, as usual. 
Rhenium, iridium, rhodium, osmium all were once much 


more precious than they are now, though we still do pretty 
well. We made those materials cheaper, and we can see 
what some very creative people have done with them on 
Mars and Earth both. Without us, they might never have had 
that opportunity - an opportunity that benefitted the whole 
society. We pay those ridiculous tariffs to the skimmers and 
for what purpose? So they can hire more customs officials to 
collect even more money? | believe we need to signal our 
discontent by making a statement. | would like to start by 
demanding an apology for the abduction of the 
Farnsworthcrew along with compensation to the families and 
to VLC for any and all inconveniences plus some punitive 
damages to be paid to charities in the New Settlements.” 


The Chairman interjected, "The Chair will recognize 
himself. Ms. Haruda, did you have something in particular in 
mind as a way of enforcing this request? | think what you 
are asking is modest and fair, but we’ve never demanded 
anything like this before. | yield the rest of my time to Ms. 
Haruda.” Standing up again, Ms. Haruda said, "Thank you 
Chairman. Yes. What I have in mind is this. Once we decide 
on the package of compensation, we formally present it to 
the Governor of the Nation’s Treaty enclaves with a deadline 
for delivery. We can give them one week to pony up as the 
Americans Say. Or, if they refuse outright from the 
beginning, we begin sanctions. What | propose for sanctions 
is that we stop serving government employees in our New 
Settlement businesses, we deliver on current contracts to 
indiviuals and governments, but we put a hold on all future 
negotiations until this simple request is granted.” 


There was a murmuring, then a clamor in the Hall. 
Chairman Thornton gavelled the meeting back to order. 
"Order, Order! Thank you Ladies and Gentlemen. Everyone 
will have a chance to speak! Ms. Sarah Bailey, you are 
recognized.” Sarah stood up and looked around nervously 


before she started, "I like the sound of what Ms. Haruda is 
saying, but won’t that be a problem for a lot of people? My 
sister runs a restaurant and something like that could cut 
into her budget a bit too much. Her margins are pretty 
tight.” Sarah saw that Trevor had a sympathetic look. "| 
would like to yield my time to Mr. Van Leeuwan, please.” 
Trevor said, "Thank you Ms. Bailey, but we understand 
completely. If you and your sister are new to the 
Settlements, you might not be terribly familiar with our 
history. We know the way things are taught back on Earth is 
distorted. They don’t tell you that we’ve developed a 
voluntary culture here. In the popular culture, they will 
display us like Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. Other than Mr. 
MacGregor there, is there anyone who looks like Buffalo 
Bill?” Several people, including Culloden MacGregor gave a 
good laugh. 


"We can institute a plan such as Ms. Haruda is 
suggesting with only voluntary compliance,” continued 
Trevor. "The purpose of meetings like this is to explore what 
the consensus is. If we feel there is enough there to catch 
fire, then we go ahead. If your sister can’t risk turning away 
customers, then that’s fine. She could put up a sign of 
Support or some other show of solidarity, or do nothing at 
all. We understand. But, we also understand, in the spirit of 
Samuel Adams, that a critical mass of folks taking action like 
this, can nullify a lot of bad behavior. There might be a few 
people who will try to guilt trip your sister or make some 
snide remarks, but by and large, not everyone can take part 
in every action. We have better things to do than force our 
utopias on our neighbors. So be of good cheer!” 


Furniko stood up again and was recognized. "| move 
that Mr. Van Leeuwan propose a compensation package for 
his company, employees, and their families.” Culloden 
MacGregor seconded the motion and Thornton called for a 


vote. "All in favor of Mr. Van Leeuwan proposing a 
compensation package for VLC, his employees and families, 
say Aye!” The vote was overwelmingly in favor. Trevor, 
being recognized said, "| already have a detailed listing of 
the company and employee damages prepared and | move 
that Ms. Haruda propose a package for punative damages.” 
The vote for Ms. Haruda to identify the punitive damages 
was also voted for by a large margin. Ms. Haruda, who was 
very connected with the Frontier charities did not take long 
to come up with something the group could vote on before 
they adjourned. She had several in mind but settled on 250 
troy oz of rhodium for the Melas Society and 900 Troy oz of 
palladium for the Addiction Treatment Center. The Melas 
Society was looking for a cure for a syndrome caused by 
bacteria discovered in the Melas Chasma. She put these 
damages forward in a motion. 


A motion was put forward to vote on the sanctions as a 
combination. Silverio Rodriguez proposed an amendment, "| 
would love to support your sanctions, but | believe many 
others would as well, if we could limit them to Mars and the 
Frontier - leaving out Earth and the Moon. They are probably 
involved, but if we limit our scope to this violation; primarily 
perpetrated on the locals, then participation would be 
higher. No one want’s to wipe out their business by 
boycotting the entire Earth-Moon system and we should still 
have a huge impact.” Thornton nodded, "All in favor of Mr. 
Rodriguez’ motion, please say Aye!” A loud "Ayyyye!” 
reverberated through the room. "The Ayes have it!” 


"We now have a motion, with Mr. Rodriguez’ limitations 
for sanctions. Do we have a second?” offered Niles. "1 
second the motion,” said an excited Sarah Bailey. "All in 
favor of the sanctions as displayed on the main viewer, say 
Aye!” The vote for sanctions was nearly unanimous. "The 
Ayes have it!” said Thornton. ”Do we have any further 


discussion on the previous agenda items? Once, twice, 
alright. Now, let’s open nominations for Mars Frontier 
Council offices to be voted on next session.” In turn motions 
were put forward to nominate various people for the various 
lower offices. Finally, the office of Chairman came up. 
Culloden MacGregor’s name was put forward and seconded, 
mostly out of respect. Everyone knew he spent too much 
time out in the field to tend to such things. They were lucky 
he was here today because he always added something to 
the mix. Furniko stood, "| nominate Trevor Van Leeuwan to 
be next Chairman of the Mars Frontier Council.” There was 
loud cheering as Thornton gavelled them quiet. "Do we 
have a second?” "| second the motion,” shouted Sarah 
Bailey. ”Very well,” shouted Thornton, "Do we have a motion 
to adjourn?” "| second the motion,” said Trevor. "All in favor 
of adjourning this meeting, say Aye!” "Ayyye!” "The Ayes 
have it. This meeting of the Mars Frontier Council is now 
adjourned!” 


The next day, Chairman Thornton put out a Jo whom it 
may concern communique to the news nets and media, 
such as it was. He knew it would be picked up in a hurry by 
every outlet Known to man on this planet and back on Earth. 
No government employee from the Governor on down would 
be a welcome customer in the New Settlements 
establishments or their suppliers. They would not be served 
if they were identified as being government workers, 
whether they were clerks, mailmen, cops, soldiers, 
politicians or their staffs until the demands were 
satisfactorily met. The New Frontier Council did not identify 
a specific entity as the payer in the dispute other than the 
JSO who were actually holding the crew. A number of 
arbitration centers were identified that were amenable to 
settling the dispute, holding the funds in escrow until all 
conditions had been met. This caused a stir throughout the 
entire occupied solar system, as intended. No one had ever 


thought the bullies could be countered in such a way, and 
the debates raged. 


Chapter Eighteen: When They Least 
Expect It 


Trevor would let things percolate in the New 
Settlements for a while. He started calling in his crew 
captains to go over his proposal for even greater justice. For 
each one he showed them some of the new photos from the 
company Space Operations Center. They had outdone 
themselves repurposing the VLC satellites. These images 
were much sharper and offered some new angles not seen 
in the old ones. They went a bit farther in verifying his 
Suspicions about the pirates. The interview sessions were 
almost identical with each captain he brought in. First they 
had to come to grips that there was a military base in the 
middle of nowhere. Then each of them recognized the three 
Ships sitting on the various pads. They had all gone over the 
log data so many times that these vessels were lodged deep 
in their memories. If other outfits had better video, they 
never shared it. Perhaps now they would. 


Different time lapse sequences were put together with 
the images and video. There were people walking around in 
non-military pressure suits. Some of them up on top of the 
ships or in the temporary pressure tents attached on the 
outside of the vessels. It looked like they were doing routine 
maintenance and getting a start on some major repairs that 
they could do at this facility. It appeared there was only one 
hangar where major work could be done under normal 
atmospheric conditions. One of his pilots said, "One thing 
looks clear sir. None of those guys look like prisoners and 
they certainly don’t act like prisoners.” Trevor said, "No. No 
they don’t do they? So what’s your guess?” He looked 
serious as a heart attack, "Sir, to me those look like 


mercenaries.” Van Leeuwan said, "That’s my impression 
exactly.” 


Then Van Leeuwan came out and said what most of 
them were thinking. ”| want to bring these guys in to the 
New Settlements and try them there.” Of course each 
Captain’s eyes lit up because they hated these SOBs 
endangering their crews. Then the reality hit them, just how 
dangerous this was against trained thugs, plus the possible 
reprecussions among the Nation’s Treaty signatories or the 
JSO. Van Leeuwan explained what he wanted the crews for, 
primarily, was to get everyone in and out. Not only did he 
want the pirate crews, he wanted their vessels as well. He 
would have security teams make the actual raids and round 
up the crews. Two ships with five crews plus the security 
teams would go in. He needed the captains to work with the 
Security teams to plan their individual assaults on the ships 
because they were not all the same design. The captains 
would know the best ways to get in and out and any 
possible ways they might be taken by surprise from 
unknown hiding place, so they needed to study any 
information the company could pull together on these 
designs as well as use their experience and intuition. The 
best situation, naturally, would be for a couple of 
experienced cargo runners to go in with the assault teams. 
He needed four crews to fuel up the pirate ships, top off 
their own and get them ready, then all five ships would fly 
out. He already knew one man who would volunteer to be at 
the tip of the spear - Dov Guttenberg. 


Each Captain went back to his crew and laid out the 
plan. No one hesitated - they were all in. Dov Guttenberg 
rounded up the people he needed to go in with the Security 
teams. He would take one and Trevor would take one. They 
poured over the photos for the next two days, went through 
their databases and confirmed what Trevor had thought 


from the beginning. These were ships of known types, 
though heavily modified to do their dirty business. They had 
gun turrets, grappling hooks, heavy duty robotic arms and 
anything else one might need for boarding, grabbing, 
drilling or cutting into other ships. The crews knew how to 
override the locks and if that didn’t work, what were the 
best ways to force entry without damaging the flight 
characteristics of each vessel. 


From the flyover images, it looked like the pirates were 
living aboard their ships, which made sense. There probably 
were not many attractions at the base that they did not 
already have. JSO personnel were far more likely to be 
aboard the pirate ships because there were more 
distractions. If a few of those could be captured, even 
better. Most ships flying out of Mars stayed on Mars 
Coordinated Time, MCT. From what could be seen, these 
guys were staying on that schedule. It made sense if your 
prey was doing the same thing and that could be used to 
advantage. The more of them caught sleeping or eating, the 
easier things would go. 


The cargo ship crews usually had ground support to get 
their rigs fueled and ready to fly. They were all trained to do 
it in the past if only to make them appreciate everything it 
took to make these vessels move. For this mission, they 
needed to be fast, so they needed to train. In case they 
needed to go to orbit, Van Leeuwan would make sure when 
the time came that there were some fuel ships waiting. At 
the same time, the Security teams needed to practice up 
and to try different scenarios. To stay out of sight and to 
make the best of everyone’s training time, they moved their 
practice runs out to the VLC oil field site. There were many 
different types of ships going in and out of there and they 
could practice on several different basic designs in a short 
time. The regular crews were good sports and really enjoyed 


watching videos of their ships being stormed by armed 
troops. Quite a few of them volunteered to play pirates. 


Van Leeuwan made the long drive out to VLC Oil Field 
#1 to do some routine checking on operations in addition to 
going over some some final details of the operation. They 
had sped down the road seeing sections of pipleline already 
up and depots of sections ready to be put together. As they 
rounded the bend he could see the oil field ahead. There 
were several good wells, capped and ready to gush forth 
their product. Several huge storage tanks were ready and 
work on the refinery was in full swing. Looking back to the 
valley walls he could see the alluvial plains spreading out 
from the walls. Many of them were covered in lichens or the 
varied colors of bacteria colonies. Here and there were dots 
of small pine trees - the type that grow at very high 
altitudes on Earth. 


Satellite images showed security to be a bit lax near 
the targeted vessels. Perhaps the JSO expected the crews to 
organize their own watches and procedures. Most of all it 
was because very few Mars colonists even knew of this 
base. The crews had maybe two men on watch maximum 
per ship. The JSO did not have many of their own people 
near the pads. Most of them were at posts just inside the 
buildings, or at pickets around the Military Reserve asa 
whole. There was no one walking the perimeter, only robots 
and multiple cameras run by low level artificial intelligence. 
It was thought actual guards ready to move out into the 
field were ready wearing their pressure suits sitting close to 
an exit. If they were called up, they needed to put their 
helmets on, grab their rifles, and scramble out of the 
airlocks. If they were not suited up, it would take them even 
more time to assemble. Van Leeuwan felt there was a good 
stretch of no man’s land between the guard details and the 
ships. He would take advantage of it when the time came. 


The Michelson, the Granville Woods and the Musk were 
all in orbit about Mars. Their captains and crews had all 
been briefed on the mission and had been running their own 
scenarios with each other. Each took up their position above 
but outside the Mars Northern Military Reservation. Only a 
very faint glow could be seen surrounding them as there 
was almost no atmosphere to ionize. This was a tricky 
operation for Trevor. Very few of those going in on the 
ground were privy to VLCs advanced technologies or their 
cousins living in another solar system entirely. The flight 
crews, save for a few captains and first officers, and the 
security teams were going to have comrades they knew 
nothing about helping them on this one. The most important 
thing here was that nobody got hurt, either the VLC teams 
or the bad guys. 


If those monitoring the skies at 03:30 MCT or the vast 
plains around the Reservation had been paying full 
attention, it is still unlikely they could have seen the two 
VLC ships coming, or if they did, their reaction time would 
not have mattered. After launching themselves into a 
ballistic arc toward the Military Reserve, the Jules Verne and 
the Arthur C. Clarke dropped out of the sky like two falcons 
diving on their kills. From a fuel and energy perspective, it 
makes no sense to fire braking engines until right before 
they are needed. In the thin broth of CO, Mars called an 


atmosphere, there was no sound to speak of. The vessels 
came to rest on pads adjacent to those of the pirate ships. 
Before anyone knew it, VLC Security teams and their cargo 
crew pathfinders were scrambling out of the bellys of the 
two commercial ships heading for the three pirate ships. No 
more than one or two crewmen were on watch for any pirate 
ship and any inside pressure tents were quickly neutralized. 


VLC teams walked right into one ship but had to bypass 
the airlock closures on the other two. Each Security team 


separated; sending one group toward the bridge and 
another toward the crew quarters. Rolling a stun grenade 
into the crew quarters was enough to round up most of 
them. They were quickly zip tied an marched off to the 
recreation rooms. Here and there were the sounds of 
screams as they were tased or one could see them flipping 
around on the floor while being zip tied. 


Outside the Arthur C. Clarke and the Jules Verne crews 
were moving vehicles and hose booms to the intakes of 
their ships first. If everything went to Hell, they were all 
going to go out the way they came in. They were all armed, 
just in case, but none of them liked the idea of shooting 
going on near so much fuel. It wasn’t likely that there would 
be an explosion like on earth, but pools of liquid oxygen on 
metal where sparks were flying was not a joke. Methane and 
liquid oxygen were flowing to the Clarke and the Jules Verne 
so they moved on to the pirate ships. 


Lights were going on in buildings inside the compound. 
Floodlights were moving this way and that, looking for 
whatever was different. They settled on the two new ships 
in the yard and those fueling them up. More lights were fully 
illuminating the pirate ships and those moving equipment 
up to their fuel and liquid oxygen ports. The gauges read 
empty on the pirate ships, of course. The only liquids and 
gasses in them were there to keep the tanks cold and 
pressurized. If they had to fuel them up warm, there would 
have been no hope. Most of the lox or liquid nitrogen would 
be boiled off trying to get them cold enough for a liquid 
phase to form. 


In the distance near a couple of the buildings it looked 
like people in pressure suits were coming out of the 
buildings and forming up. All of them were armed with what 
looked like conventional but powerful rifles. Through 
binoculars, the fuel crews could see the hand signals and 


the squads intensely listening to orders as they fanned out 
toward each of the vessels on the pads. The Captains of the 
Michelson, Granville Woods, and Musk were coordinating 
with each other. Birgitta Lahte aboard the Michelson was in 
charge of a/r support for this mission. 


Inside Pirate One, Trevor had gotten isolated and 
Subsequently jumped by what looked like the First Mate. 
They were dressed in some clownish paramilitary uniforms 
that made them look like Brown Shirts. There was no time 
for fashion because the dude had his arm around Trevor’s 
neck while he was reaching for anything he could use as a 
weapon - a pencil or a piece of broken glass, he didn’t care 
really. The leader of the security team heard the commotion 
in the cabin and ran back to find them rolling on the floor. 
He waited for his moment then tased the guy good until he 
was unable to hold on to anything. He tossed Trevor some 
zip ties and he worked quickly to truss him up. 


In Pirate Three, Dov Guttenberg was guiding the leader 
of the security team toward the bridge and scanning for 
crewmen. They had captured nine out of the possible 
compliment of fourteen on this ship, though they would not 
know how many were actually aboard until they could read 
the logs on the bridge. He spied someone slipping into the 
elevator and shot through the closing doors after him. He 
took a couple of shots to the jaw and one to the gut before 
the security team got the doors open. Two more jumped on 
him and held him down and flipped him over on his face 
while they zip tied him. Dov got up rubbing his face and his 
neck. "Hey that was fun guys, can we do it again?!” 


When they got to the bridge, they found out there was 
only one more crewman assigned to the ship - a gunnery 
sergeant who had separate quarters near the ammunition 
storage. When the team came together again, the gunnery 
man was barracaded inside his quarters. Dov asked the 


team leader if he had any gas to which the reply was yes. 
Dov then guided him down the hall two doors to another 
room where there was access to a ventilation duct. Silently, 
he pointed up to the duct while he removed the grill. The 
security man motioned for his men to line each side of the 
door, as he prepared the gas and they put their masks on. It 
was a Slick little number for small spaces about the size of a 
short cigar. Pressing a button on the end he rapidly slid it 
down the shaft toward the sergeant’s room. Dov tossed him 
a seat cushion to cover up the shaft at his end. Shots went 
off with some going through the door of the room but no 
one was right in front of it. When the guy busted out, he 
came coughing through a cloud of tear gas and was tackled 
immediately. Dov hit another switch and the gas moved 
backward into the room until it was gone - vanishing 
through the scrubbers. 


From the point of view of the flight crews doing the 
refueling, it looked like there would not be nearly enough 
time. They decided to leave the fuel and lox lines in place 
on all of the ships and beat feet to where they needed to be. 
They would keep a watch on the ground troops and do an 
emergency release from inside at take-off so they could 
keep refueling to the last minute. If it was not enough, the 
computere would take them to an alternate landing site. 
Getting the ships ready for takeoff was top priority. 
Monitoring the movements of the troops had to be 
secondary. All armaments on the pirate ships were locked 
down and they didn’t see any heavy artillery on the base. 
They crossed their fingers they would not see any. Pilots and 
engineers were doing the calculations in their heads as well 
as punching numbers into the computers. Counting the 
number of crew, troops and prisoners they were hauling 
they computed how much fuel and burn time they would 
need to make the hop and land where they wanted to land. 


Aboard the Michelson, Birgitta Lahte was watching as 
the ships’ crews scrambled to their respective vessels. All 
were checking in with Van Leeuwan while she listened in. 
One security team was divided and onboard each of the VLC 
vessels to make sure the prisoners stayed put. All five ships 
had their respective crews in place or were in final boarding, 
with the more expert members on board the pirate ships. 
One never knew what kind of modifications were made to 
such vessels so the most experienced crewmen were there 
to troubleshoot. The footsoldiers had gotten underway and 
were running all out toward each of the spacecraft. Then 
Birgitta gave the order to the Granville Woods and the Musk 
to engage their gravity arrays. This they did in a wide, 
continuous, slightly elliptical band around the five ships in 
the no man’s land between the landing pads and buildings 
of the Northern Military Reserve. Everything in the donut of 
positive gravitational interference became six times as 
heavy as it was a few seconds ago. Men running across it 
slumped to the ground instantly. Automatic weapons fired 
tracers which could be seen bending slightly downward for 
no apparent reason like laser beams refracted in a tank of 
water. Bullets fired across it fell to the ground faster and far 
shorter than planned so no one could figure out how to aim. 
Birgitta told Trevor that the field was in place. They could 
fuel a little while longer as they were watching from above. 
If all else failed, they could jiggle the field amplitude to 
mess with their aim even more. 


The interior of the elliptical barrier was not altered 
appreciably by the gravity arrays. Space bent there nearly 
the way it had since the planet was formed. Systems aboard 
the Jules Verne and the Arthur C. Clarke were nominal. 
Reading proper fuel levels, the computer commanded 
powerful solonoids to engage emergency releases on the 
fuel and liquid oxygen lines. Hose connections were blown 
after valves on both sides of the connection were closed. 


The booms moved out and away from the ships 
automatically as designed. Trevor was still on Pirate Ship 
One. He was no Tom Cruise, but he wasn’t going to avoid 
any of the risks he asked his people to attempt. He knew 
those pirates were not going to get away this time. He had 
told the captains of the VLC ships that they were to get 
away as soon as possible. He wanted those pirates in 
custody and he did not want to lose more ships. On the 
monitors he saw three APCs booking across the hard 
Martian regolith. These each had a launcher mounted on top 
with six or eight missiles. It was a long ways away and he 
was no expert on weaponry. 


As the APCs sped forward, their missile launchers 
appeared to be tracking on the two ships ready for takeoff. 
Birgitta gave the order to shrink the gravity wall to one that 
protected only the vessels that were still refueling, but do it 
only after the first two ships had cleared the pads by ten 
meters or so. She wanted the spare power shifted to the 
grid arrays they would free up if the gravity wall strength 
was kept at a constant. Two missiles were already away 
from one APC headed for the Arthur C. Clarke. The missiles 
had thrust vectoring since the aerodynamics on Mars left 
little for control. The two missiles were tracking an image of 
the Arthur C. Clarke lodged in a memory chip somewhere 
while the new images were continuously compared from all 
angles. As the missiles went through the gravity wall, they 
were deflected downward sharply. Their brains told them in 
nanoseconds to vector up sharply or they would not 
complete their programming. This they did, but 
overcompensated ever so slightly to shoot up and over 
amidship of the Clarke then continued out into the vast 
Martian desert to explode there in silence. 


Main engine start was nearly simultaneous for the two 
VLC craft. Thrust built up under each of them and they 


Slowly lifted off. As the feedback from the first two missiles 
reached the networked APCs, their artificial brains pondered 
together why they had not hit their target. Mixed with the 
data from each set of tracking sensors, new paths were 
calculated to achieve a more desirable result. The second 
APC fired two missiles toward the /u/es Verne but as the 
ships had not gained enough altitude, the wall was still in 
place. The missiles traversed the gravity wall; being 
deflected down only slightly this time as compensation took 
over sooner. Passing through the wall, the two missiles were 
well on their way when they were slammed by a gravity 
bubble from the Musk which lifted and separated them into 
a harmless Y pattern past the Jules Verne. Two more missiles 
from the first APC followed almost immediately but took the 
low road. One of the landing legs of the Arthur C. Clarke was 
clipped and damaged, but the missiles did not explode. 
They only deflected downward; slightly hitting a tanker truck 
full of liquid oxygen two hundred meters away where they 
did explode. The tanker was destroyed mostly from the 
impact, but burned briefly white hot before the oxygen 
disapated enough to extinguish it. Before the targets could 
be reaquired, the company ships were accelerating rapidly 
out of range. 


Trevor, Dov, and the rest of the crews were sweating it 
out wondering if they would snatch enough fuel and oxidizer 
to get these crates off the surface. The engineers were 
calling out the fuel levels since everyone had an idea what 
they had to be for them to get away. They wondered why no 
missiles were hitting them yet. Two of the APC drivers 
instinctively stopped before they hit the wall or rather where 
they saw the first of the infantry pinned to the ground. The 
third driver had gone too far and was sunk into the Martian 
sand spinning his wheels. Breathing heavily inside was the 
driver, gunner and more support troops. The infantry in the 
back were all pasted to the floor. The driver was pinned to 


his seat as was the gunner. They could move slightly but 
with great difficulty. Using voice commands, the driver 
geared down the APC. He redistributed power among the six 
wheels, and managed to get her to move toward the three 
remaining ships. He told the gunner to use his voice 
commands as well and see what he could do. 


Birgitta warned Trevor that they could only contract the 
wall another twenty meters or so without it affecting the 
pirate ships. After that, if the APC broke through, they would 
have to target a bubble at the APC to try to discourage her 
further. Even then, they should not try that if the target 
were too close to his ships that were still refueling. Another 
ten meters, five meters, and the finally the APC punched 
through. Birgitta had to admire their dedication, if not their 
motives. Everyone inside the personnel carrier took a big 
breath of air. It felt like they had had the wind knocked out 
of them. The driver and gunner regained their composure 
somewhat and focused on a plan. The sergeant driving the 
vehicle did not want to miss. He was going to give his 
gunner a shot point blank at the closest ship to them -- 
Pirate One. 


When the other APC drivers saw that one could get 
through whatever barrier this was they checked with the 
first driver. Bracing themselves, they resumed their mission 
toward the other two ships and pushed into the wall. Aboard 
the Michelson, Birgitta’s first officer told her their sensors 
detected the laser ranging and targeting from the closest 
APC as it shined its dot on the bridge of the vessel in front of 
it. She told herself she had to risk it and ordered her first 
officer to take out the APC. The first officer pressed a virtual 
button and a bubble formed around the carrier flipping it 
end over end, landing upside down on top of the missile 
battery. Momentarily stunned, the driver, gunner, and troops 
inside hung for a few seconds upside down in their seat 


belts. More pissed off than shocked; one by one they 
extracted themselves and pushed out the rear hatch. They 
formed up again a few yards in front of their vehicle with a 
couple of them breaking out their rocket propelled 
grenades. 


Still listening to the fuel level announcements, Trevor 
could hear the ping of automatic weapons fire ringing over 
the hull. He desperately hoped they were not hitting 
anything vital. The First Officer was eyeing all of the alarms 
to take action at the first sign of trouble. On a nearby 
viewer, he was watching as the squad outside levelled their 
RPGs and what looked like a gnarly anti-tank weapon at 
them. Whoever they were, these guys were hardcore. What 
could they possibly be expecting out here in the middle of 
nowhere to be so armed to the teeth? The engineer said, 
"We've got enough fuel to get to the drill site, but I’d really 
love some insurance!” Van Leeuwan asked Birgitta what she 
could do but she was already on it. She sent a beam down 
to flatten the squad threatening to do the most harm. As 
their muscles tensed again, the two men with the RPGs fired 
them both. They were down so fast that the grenades just 
Skated and skipped across the ground underneath Pirate 
One and out into the red sand beyond. The squad 
commander and the APC driver were thrown over on their 
backs this time and lay there staring straight up into the sky 
wondering what the hell was happening to them. Each 
afraid to ask the other, they thought they could make out 
the very faintest outline of what looked like two or three 
craft directly overhead. 


In rapid succession, all ships verified they had the 
proper fuel and oxygen levels plus the reserves they needed 
to get out of there. The ships were not 100% but they could 
fly. They didn’t have to fly far, but they had to land in one 
piece. Orders were given to blow the emergency releases on 


the fuel lines. Shortly thereafter, the Captains shouted for 
engine start. Navigation programs had long ago been 
entered and verified. The massive engine banks of all three 
Ships ignited and they rose silently into the air. The gravity 
press holding the forward squad down had been lifted and 
they all scrambled for the safety of the APC as pressure 
wave of steam and CO> shot out in their direction. The 
gravity wall was turned off but men and women just lay 
there recovering or staying low for the takeoff. 


The JSO infantry slowly got up and pulled the rest with 
them. The forward squad worked their way out of the APC 
again. Everyone was covered in Martian dust and staring 
into the sky as they watched the fires of the their three 
ships get smaller and smaller in the heavens. Radar would 
track them as far as it could with the heading information 
relayed to other bases capable of picking up their 
trajectories. They would have to hope for decent satellite 
data if they wanted to find them. Coverage of Mars was 
nothing like that of the Earth. There were global positioning 
systems, but radar and tracking had large gaps. The forward 
squad was picked up by the other APCs and they squeezed 
in for the short trip back to the barracks. Commander 
Kynaston was beside himself as he watched the defeated 
infantry marching back to their barracks. This was not going 
to look good on his record even though he was not directly 
in command of the military wing here. How was he going to 
explain the logs showing a bunch of grown men and women 
lying down in the red Martian sand instead of advancing? He 
did, after all, have some Say in picking these units. How was 
he going to explain how a band of unknown cargo haulers 
bested and absconded with his mercenary units? 


The three pirate ships were on a ballistic heading for 
the Valles Marineris to landing pads near the edge of the 
drill site, but a bit more private. Everyone was buckled in 


hoping that the pirates hadn’t gotten too cute with the basic 
function of their ship. It was still early morning here and 
there had been a recent dust storm, so visibility was 
affected. Navigation computers were in control and set each 
vessel down gently on their preprogrammed individual pads. 
There were cargos coming in at all hours so no one really 
gave them a second look. They were too far away to really 
see the heavy damage on Pirate Three and certainly not the 
remaining damaged aerospikes on Pirate One. At the end of 
each pad, a slot opened in the concrete as a stack of metal 
and canvas slowly rose to the surface. Once the stack had 
reached the top, the front edge of the stack began to move 
forward and the metal supports separated. Between each 
metal support, which arched high over the top of each cargo 
ship, there was a fabric section connecting them. These 
light hangar assemblies stretched out along rails until they 
were fully extended and bolted to a solid wall at the 
opposite end. These were quite often used to shield ships 
from the incessant dust on Mars that eventually found its 
way into everything. In this case, however, the tents 
doubled as shields to impede the curious. 


Trevor, Dov, and the rest of the crewmen, all in 
pressure suits, climbed down out of their captured prizes 
and started high fiving each other, yelling over their helmet 
comms, and slapping each other on the back as they walked 
toward the building they had commandeered for training. 
Dov laughed loudly and said, "Trevor, do you think they are 
still scratching their heads back there while their officers 
chew them out?” As they changed out of their pressure 
suits, Van Leeuwan replied, "We can only hope so. | have to 
admit | was sweating pretty hard when | heard that machine 
gun fire richocheting off the hull. But right now they are 
wondering just what or who hit them. They are embarrassed 
and extremely pissed off, you can bet.” One of the men 
looked more thoughtful, ”"Do you think they would track us 


here Mr. Van Leeuwan?” "| think they will narrow it down, 
but | doubt they’ll be sure enough to come in here. That’s 
one reason why | wanted to bring the ships here. This 
canyon is extremely deep and those ships are essentially 
right next to the wall. A satellite would have to be directly 
overhead to see them, and those spacecraft are covered up. 
| have a good expectation that only people we trust will ever 
get near them here.” 


Van Leeuwan had a large catered breakfast for the men 
both at Drill Site #1 and back at VLC Millikan Center where 
the Arthur C. Clarke and Jules Verne had landed. There were 
pancakes, eggs, waffles, French toast, sausages, bacon, 
every kind of syrup, fruit, juices, special coffee brought in 
from Santa Barbara -- you name it and it was there. He even 
fed the mercenaries the same food in detention for which 
they were grateful. Addressing his people in both locations, 
except for the prisoners, Trevor told them he wanted 
everyone to have a few days off - even the mercenaries. 
Their stay would be in separate cells so they could not 
corroborate their stories. In the meantime, he would have 
his engineers and investigators alongside an independent 
entity go over these ships with a fine tooth comb. Ina 
couple of days, Security would start questioning the 
accused pirates, depending on what preliminary evidence 
was found. There was enough to hold them, certainly. They 
were living on these ships which had threatened the Philo T. 
Farnsworth and her crew. From the way the rooms looked, 
the pirates had occupied them for some time. In the end, 
Van Leeuwan said, "Thank you again to all of you ladies and 
gentlemen for the fine job you did this morning. You were all 
very cool under fire. No one was seriously hurt and we made 
a huge statement which will be heard by everybody in due 
time.” 


Chapter Nineteen: The Martians Are 
Restless 


Back in the New Settlements, spirits were high. Since 
the last Mars Frontier Council meeting and ultimatum, there 
was a renewed sense of pride on the Frontier. No one 
wanted to lose that sense of purpose they came out here to 
claim. No one was going to stand for being disrespected by 
people who had never made anything, thought of anything 
new, or worked hard at anything except extortion. Most of 
the larger companies were encouraging their employees to 
frequent the small businesses or they were contracting with 
them themselves for catering, or concierge services to make 
up for their loss of customers. Sarah Bailey’s sister decided 
to take part and she had new lunch and dinner crowds from 
other Frontier businesses. She posted a sign in her 
restaurant stating her support for the boycott. No one in the 
New Settlements lost any serious business, as Culloden 
MacGregor had predicted. The Frontier had always been 
very self supportive. If they had not been that way, many 
more would have died. The big boys did not get big by 
taking government subsidies and/or writing rules that 
smaller businesses were forced to implement or go bankrupt 
or go bankrupt by implementing them. 


The people who really thought they were suffering were 
the government workers, politicians, and all of those on the 
Do Not Serve list. Everyone knew that the best stores, 
restaurants, theatres, or any other good or service was 
better in the New Settlements. There were several notable 
exceptions in the government enclaves, but those were 
completely swamped. One could not get a reservation, get 
one’s vehicle serviced, home repairs, or anything at all 


without waiting in long lines or praying for an appointment 
to open up. Businesses in that sector and their employees 
were loving it so they were not going to complain - and 
those were their constituents! The shops and restaurants 
were making money hand over fist. Their employees were 
getting double overtime and huge tips. So, if anything, tax 
revenues were going up, even though the hierarchy was 
nearly in tears. Where were they to go for their three martini 
lunches? Where were they going to practice their golf 
swings? The official response, of course, was silence. No one 
was going to admit any kind of responsibility or wrongdoing 
for ordering the kidnapping of the Farnsworth crew. Instead, 
they issued subpoenas for them to appear in front of one of 
their committees. 


The media blitz continued as predicted. Politicians and 
pundits claimed that the Farnsworth crew had a civic duty to 
answer any and all questions put to them by their 
investigators. Token freedom advocates in their panel 
discussions asserted there were no citizens in this crew and 
thus had no obligation to cooperate. These were basic rights 
that a six year old could explain; that people cannot be 
grabbed off the street or out of their vehicles when there is 
no indication of wrongdoing - no indication that they had 
victimized anyone. The negative rights of the crew were 
violated by the JSO and their minders as much as the 
pirates intended to violate them. 


The States and their bastard children such as the JSO 
would say that rights (claimed to be the people’s rights -- 
sometimes the State’s) were violated and they were acting 
for the victims. Never mind that the judge and the 
prosecutor claimed to be representing the same entity. 
Actually, the State was asserting positive rights and 
claiming the Farnsworth crew had violated them. The State 
assumed that the Farnsworth crew must do whatever the 


State told them to do - regardless of their own individual 
right to remain silent. Residents of the Frontier did not 
believe in these governmental mala prohibita (because we 
say so) claims. 


When the various miner’s associations brought up their 
desire to be paid for their valuable product in some equally 
valuable commodities it really rattled some cages in the 
government enclaves. Other groups were asking why they 
needed government permits to sell their goods and 
services, or why they should pay tariffs. Such monies were 
never spent in the New Settlements. They were already 
paying for their own security, insurance, bonding and 
arbitration forums and saw no need to use an inferior 
product. It was well known that service was better, grades 
were higher while schools were tougher, crime was lower, 
and the pathways were cleaner in the New Settlements. 
People were not harassed for code violations toward the end 
of the month when the State needed revenues. 


Governor Fabrizio Sciari was the current rotating head 
man for the Mars government enclaves. For the majority of 
government climbers, it was an easy one Martian year stint 
consisting of paperwork and parties. The staffers did all of 
the work anyway. Just another six months and he was 
quietly back in the rotation or on to his next gig. So he 
didn’t need this headache. He didn’t need politicians on 
Mars, the Moon, or back on Earth calling him constantly; 
wondering why he was not keeping order. No one 
understands government less than politicians, he thought to 
himself. He was one of them, so he knew that it was 
absolutely and absurdly true. If it were not, then why were 
they all shadowed two people deep in lawyers? None of 
them understood that he was not the Governor of Mars! He 
was only the governor of some enlarged network of lava 
tubes, only on a committee where the tubes shared space 


with the New Settlements, and had no real power beyond 
that. People kept telling him he had to put his foot down and 
enforce the law on those in the New Settlements, especially 
in villages like Copernicus, and Leibniz. They thought there 
was some kind of rebellion going on. He kept telling them 
there was nothing in the Charter giving him the power to do 
anything. 


Van Leeuwan had better things to do than to come 
babysit this clown Sciari, but there was an off chance this 
was an overture to end a disagreement barely a week old. 
"Mr. Van Leeuwan, come in, come in, it’s a pleasure to see 
you!” As Trevor came in, the Governor motioned him toward 
a sofa in the sitting area of his spacious office overlooking a 
park. The artificial lighting entering through his large 
windows was bright and very sun-/ike today. The nuclear 
reactors at the surface of the Frontier Zone must be 
radiating nicely. As they made themselves comfortable, a 
woman with a bun in a white tight fitting jacket brought ina 
large silver tray filled with various fruits, crackers, cheeses 
and other items to snack on. Iced tea, lemonade and other 
drinks were already on the table. "So Mr. Van Leeuwan, | 
trust you are settling in nicely to Mars after your long 
absence?” Trevor was trying to decide if Sciari was just 
making small talk, or being sarcastic. He decided to take the 
high road. "No problems, there, Governor. I’m getting in 
touch with a lot of old friends and making new ones. There’s 
going to be a boom here, you can bet on it. There’s another 
ten square miles of lava tubes being sealed off as we 
speak!” 


And they are not coming to live in my sector, was all 
the Governor could think. Tax revenues had been going 
down for years because people kept leaving for the 
Settlements. If it kept up, he would be the first human 
leader with a Skid Row on another planet. Trying to force a 


smile, Sciari said, "That’s just wonderful, isn’t it? As we say 
in Italy, the rising tide, she lifts all of the gondolas no?” 
Mating some different colored cheeses with more of his 
crackers, Trevor said, "| like that Governor, perhaps | could 
use it in the future? Though water is a scarce commodity in 
liquid form around here. Say, you Know, I’ve never recieved 
a call from the Governor's Office in all of the years | have 
been coming to Mars, though perhaps my predecessors 
have.” The Governor thought for a moment about a possible 
opening, "Yes. Yes, your famous ancestor, Marcus Auralius 
Van Leeuwan - the one named after a famous Italian - was 
an astronaut | believe?” Trevor didn’t really see the 
connection, but continued, "Well, | guess so. Grandpa 
Marcus was not an astronaut, but he was quite an inventor 
and innovator. He had a hand in building many spacecraft in 
the early times. He formed the first extra-terrestrial housing 
development, not far from where we are now. Since that 
time, I’m afraid contact has been rather sporadic.” 


"Well, be that as it may, Mr. Van Leeuwan, we are all 
humans embarked on this fantastic voyage of discovery, are 
we not? Just like Christopher Columbus! We must embrace 
this journey in the bonds of brotherhood!” Van Leeuwan sat 
back and took a long drink of his lemonade. "You know, 
Fabrizio, if | may call you that? The bonds of brotherhood, | 
do like the sound of that also. But didn’t Columbus offer a 
prize to the first man who spotted the New World? And 
didn’t he take credit for that himself and renege on his 
offer? Didn’t Columbus’ own countrymen drop a bunch of 
false charges on him and send him home in chains?” Visibly 
flustered now, Governor Sciari said, "Si, Si, such terrible 
behavior does happen and has always happened. But we 
keep moving forward, no? Even today, we have a terrible 
misunderstanding between this sector and the New 
Settlements, do we not?” 


Trevor looked more serious, but sympathetic at the 
same time. ”I| see what you are getting at, Fabrizio. And yes, 
we do have a problem - one in which | have a very personal 
stake in solving. | hope you do not feel that we are taking 
this out on you or your constituents personally, because 
that is not the case at all. But the bonds of brotherhood 
must not mean bondage of your innocent brothers does it? 
Do you not share some of the responsibility when those to 
whom you are paying tribute are committing such unjust 
acts? And when those people commit such acts in your 
name, should you not share the retribution?” Van Leeuwan 
was skewering some apple slices and putting them onto his 
plate while the Governor gazed briefly out the windows. 
After another swig of lemonade, Trevor continued, "| Know 
you had no idea what the JSO was up to and you couldn't. 
But, how often when you hear of such doings, do you pause 
and reflect that you have had some small part in them? Are 
you just glad that it didn’t happen to you? Do you try to 
justify what they did in your mind to help you sleep at 
night?” 


Van Leeuwan wasn’t sure, but there might have even 
been a small tear in the Governor’s eye. That would be too 
much to hope for and not last long enough to be useful. 
Finally Trevor said, "Look, Fabrizio, there is quite a lot you 
can do to help bring down the temperature. You are the one 
who moves in those circles, I’m not. | just don’t speak their 
language, though if the meanings of all the terms quit 
changing, | would certainly give it a try. As the Italian 
Americans say, maybe you know a guy who knows a guy, 
who a knows another guy, capiche? Rattle their cages a bit. 
See if someone will back down and do the right thing, eh? 
Those men and women in the settlements just want to be 
treated like grown-ups. So they have decided to do business 
with some people and not others. That might be very 
passive aggressive, but it is certainly not a crime. All of the 


critical stuff will keep operating. We’re not animals,” smiled 
Van Leeuwan. 


Trevor stood up, shook the Governor’s hand and said 
his polite goodbyes. Unlike the Governor, he could not do 
this sort of thing all day. Fabrizio Sciari was rattled. He had 
met many CEOs and self-made men, but this guy pulled no 
punches whatsoever. He talked about respect and justice 
and he actually meant it! He thought about his old friend 
from school. It had been over a year since he had talked to 
him. They were roughly at the same place in their careers 
now and he felt this was the one person he should contact 
to get some pointers on the guy. Letting his viewer calculate 
the time back on Earth he said, "Record a transmission for 
Francois Levoisier in French Polynesia -- Personal.” The 
viewer's red light came on and it said, ”Transmission to 
President Francois Levoisier of French Polynesia - Personal - 
ready to record.” Sciari took around ten minutes for the 
catching up part. What dinners he had attended, what 
honorary awards he had won. What celebrities he had met. 
He described his job for a bit on Mars then caught up on his 
wife and family and what they were up to. Of course he 
wanted the same update from Francois. Then he told him of 
his first and only meeting with Trevor Van Leeuwan and the 
current situation on Mars in his own words - not those of the 
news nets or gossip. He knew that Levoisier was quite 
familiar with VLC and the Van Leeuwans. Just what was he 
Supposed to do with this guy?? The Governor did not know 
how long the transmission would take past the current 
speed of light limit of twelve Mars minutes. His message 
would have to cue up with the currently overcrowded 
communications systems due to the boycott. That was just 
one more thing his government failed to maintain properly. 


Chapter Twenty: Don’t Drone Me Bro’ 


Van Leeuwan had an important meeting with the VLC 
Space Operations Center regarding additional satellite 
intelligence. They were observing a lot more activity at or 
near the Mars Northern Military Reserve than when they first 
started monitoring them. Trevor, relieved to be out of his 
meeting and done with the Governor for now, arrived in the 
late afternoon. The Director of VLC Space Operations Center 
- Mars was an experienced space farer and engineer. James 
Ka’aukai had worked and flown out of Pitcairn and Taha’a 
before transferring to Mars. He always felt the Earth space 
traffic was messy, illogical, and way too full of space junk; 
and he didn’t want that to happen to Mars. He had a 
tenuous relationship with the Nation’s Treaty Ground Control 
Office and Deep Space Network. Often they would take his 
Suggestions - a year or two after he had made them. 
Equally often, they would ignore him and a number of 
accidents had been prevented only because his people 
could think on their feet. Thankfully, the prospectors and 
private explorers had their own communications networks. 


Ka’aukai, with his usual precision, started the meeting 
right on time. If you were late, you would have to catch 
what you missed from the video record when it was over. 
You could back it up and replay it after you disrupted 
everything but at the risk of dirty looks from the Director. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, a few days ago, you saw the new 
angle images and enhancements of the Mars Northern 
Military Reserve. Since the raid, we have noticed 
considerably more activity. It looks like someone kicked over 
an ant’s nest and a bee’s nest both.” The video showed a 
great deal of movement in vehicles and people outside with 
pressure suits. Ships landed and ships took off. Already, the 
debris of the fuel truck had been cleared. The APC had been 


righted and driven off based upon the tracks shown. “We 
are watching barriers go up around the fuel tanks and 
additional towers being built. It appears that they are 
increasing redundancy for their scanners and creating cross- 
fire zones for the gunners - also new.” Pointing to a far 
corner of the viewer, James said, “And, we missed this 
before, but it looks like spots for several new landing pads 
are being prepared.” 


Van Leeuwan asked, “What about ship traffic to the 
site, James?” Nodding to himself, Ka’aukai flipped forward a 
couple of slides. “This is a chart showing the number of 
take-offs and landings since the raid. You can see the stair 
step jump in volume and frequency. They don’t have many 
Spare pads there, so to move people or supplies they have 
to do it quickly. It’s also a very expensive way to truck 
things around, but they are so far away from everything 
they don’t have much of a choice. We have seen a lot more 
vehicles moving cross-country especially fuel and oxygen 
tankers.” Another reconnaissance office analyst asked, “But 
where would the tankers or other vehicles be coming from?” 
Van Leeuwan said, “That seems to be the million ingot 
question. There’s nothing to the East but Olympus Mons and 
that’s a long way. And besides the tourist facilities and mass 
driver stations, it’s pretty lonely out there. Freight can be 
moved by maglev up to the base of Olympus Mons and up 
the slopes but nowhere near that base.” James flipped to 
the appropriate slide showing a mockup of two of the newer 
surveillance satellites. “We put these two new birds up 
seventy-three days ago. We combed the bugs out of the 
manufacturer’s software, and added a few of our own 
enhancements - namely some spanking new spectrometers 
from the VLC labs. No one else in the solar system has 
anything as sensitive as these!” 


James continued, “As it turns out, the Reservation is not 
as lonely as we thought. We were dialing in these new 
satellites recently and we kept getting some kind of em 
radiation from the surface where it shouldn’t be happening. 
Let me just call up those images to show you first.” On the 
viewer was a Short looping video shot in IR of some light 
fuzzy dots roaming over the surface and some outbuildings 
that looked very out of place. “Hold on, let me zoom out. 
We'll go back to the radiation in a moment, but | wanted 
everyone to see where it was first located. I'll leave the 
cursor over the IR sources.” As he zoomed out, he kept 
talking. “You see? The anomaly was coming from an area 
just to the North West of Olympus Mons. There are lava 
tubes all over the volcano, naturally. Tourists stay in them 
when they visit in the South.” Trevor always had a good eye 
for detail, “You probably saw a few large natural sky lights 
where the tubes have caved in. Those would be ideal places 
to land a ship you did not want anyone else to see. And the 
lava tubes -- we know -- can go on for days. There could 
very well be tubes and bore holes with underground roads 
connecting the Reserve and /ce Station Zebra here. There 
are alluvial flows from that side of the volcano that could be 
processed for fuel and water. If they are doing it 
underground, the processors would be difficult to detect.” 


The analyst, Nadine Gomez, interjected, “If there are 
processors underground, they need a decent power plant. 
Normally, even a large nuclear power plant would be 
difficult to detect if it was above ground, but below? Who 
would do that? These new satellites should be able to pick 
them up if we tell them what to look for regarding those 
anomalies. These birds are going to be parked in 
synchronous orbit, so we can look 24/7. We can also look for 
unusual heat signatures that any nuke plant might be 
putting out - depending on how far underground it is. Even 
then, there is excess heat it has to dump somewhere. 


There’s essentially no background IR radiation so that 
should help tremendously.” 


“This is true,” said Ka’aukai, in an effort to regain 
control of the meeting. “The detectors on these new 
satellites are state of the art. They are designed for tracking 
ships entering the atmosphere, for takeoffs and landings, 
avoiding potential accidents, and many other things | could 
list. In a short while, we will have more data than we know 
what to do with - if that is possible.” Trevor treated this 
opening to segue back to the original topic. “So, James, 
getting back to those faint radiation bursts, do you have any 
idea what they are?” Ka’aukai looked puzzled. He always 
preferred to have at least some semblance of a theory. “No, 
Mr. Van Leeuwan. So far it resembles ionized CO, but it is 


anyone’s guess as to what is causing it. The power being 
radiated is very low. It might be a byproduct of some 
independent process or the result of something they are 
doing down there. When we concentrate on the infra-red 
scans perhaps they will show up again.” 


Van Leeuwan couldn’t say it in this room, but there was 
something very familiar about the movement of those 
radiation sources. “Mr. Ka’aukai, with what little satellite 
data you have on those fuzzy dots there, have you plotted 
their direction, speed, and altitude?” James looked a little 
frustrated, but being as thorough as he was, he did have 
Slides for this contingency. “Now, this video is enhanced 
nearly to max magnification. You see the dots moving in 
various patterns like circles, figure eights, or running with 
several as a group in what looks like a flight formation. The 
background is just your basic Martian desert - there’s 
nothing jumping out there for reference. Next we have the 
computer overlay a labeled grid showing the distances in 
kilometers, meters, or whatever depending on the scale we 
choose.” The analyst, Nadine, was working ahead of the 


group, as she tended to do. She had her viewer plot some of 
the dots moving in formation - leaving their tracks in red on 
her screen. Where they had changed direction abruptly, she 
clipped and selected those sections. Finally, she had the 
computer calculate their radius of curvature and estimate 
the acceleration. She looked a little shocked, but asked, 
“Excuse me but could you all take a look at this?” She hit a 
command to display her mark-up and calculations on the 
main viewer. “Those blobs look like they are under flight 
control at about two hundred meters above the ground. It’s 
difficult to say, but none of them look like they span more 
than three meters in any direction. Look at the acceleration 
though. Even if they were drones, they should not be able to 
do that without flying apart. Those g forces are just too 
high!” 


Though he already knew the answer, Van Leeuwan 
asked, “So is it possible that these are some kind of 
experimental craft? That could explain the secrecy and the 
sudden appearance of a facility that has no business being 
there. The size, also, would suggest that if they are some 
new craft, then these are only prototype models.” Ka’aukai 
said, “That could be it. We’ll refine our surveillance in that 
area and put a few people on the analysis full time. The 
Northern Military Reservation got grandfathered in by what 
shenanigans | don’t know, but if we are talking about 
additional facilities way out there, then that’s a horse of a 
different color.” Trevor hoped against hope that his intuition 
would be wrong. The only way to find out what these jokers 
were doing way out there was to take a couple of teams in 
on the ground. That would be easier said than done. There 
was very little growing on Mars - at least nothing over 
eighty cm high yet. Anyone could see you coming from ten 
kilometers away out there in the open plains. 


“All right then,” Trevor said, standing up. “Thank you all 
for getting me up to speed on the doings in the West. It is 
disturbing, but you are doing good work. It’s always better 
to have some advance warning of these things. Stay on it 
and keep me informed. However, there may be another way 
you can help me out here.” Ka’aukai said, “Sure, if we can, 
what is it Chief?” Trevor continued, “James, | believe you 
guys are working on some state-of-the-art micro-drones?” 
Ka’aukai, like a proud papa said, “Oh, you’ve heard of those, 
eh? Yes, since VLC encourages us to do our own research, 
some of my people have been working on drones for 
operation in space or on the surface and all kinds, not just 
micro-drones. Nadine here is on that team so she could fill 
you in on almost anything you need to know.” Van Leeuwan 
said, “Alright, Ms. Gomez, I’m in your hands. Show me 
everything that you folks are working on -- if it is ready to be 
Shown. I’m an engineer, so | don’t like to put out things that 
are not ready. It’s up to you.” Ka’aukai looked at Nadine and 
said, “Go ahead, take him down to the lab - he hasn’t been 
there in a while.” 


The first work bench she took Van Leeuwan to see was 
piled high with equipment, but he didn’t see any drones 
there. Gomez handed Trevor a face mask and had him put 
on some latex gloves. She then took a tray used for 
electronic components out of a dry nitrogen box and placed 
it under a microscope. She looked into the scope and 
focused on one of the shallow slots in the tray. A camera 
attached to the microscope displayed an odd shaped black 
dot in the tray. Nadine switched on several pieces of 
equipment on the bench along with the computer. Moving 
over to the computer she said, “Keep an eye on the black 
dot - that’s the drone. It will look like a small bug.” Typing in 
some commands, the drone stood up and walked to the 
edge of the slot it was in and climbed out. Following 
instructions, it started walking around the outside of the pit. 


Then Nadine backed off the magnification showing at least 
thirty slots in the tray with thirty drones all performing the 
same actions walking around their respective slots. 


Each of the drones began flexing a set of clear wings 
that Trevor had not noticed before. “They don’t fly so well in 
full atmosphere if there is a lot of wind or thermal variations, 
but this lab is pretty stable. They are actually made for the 
Martian atmosphere.” She typed in a few more commands 
then by voice said, “Tell me who is sitting on the other side 
of the lab.” With that the swarm took off and flew across the 
lab hovering in front of a woman’s face for a few seconds, 
then racing back to their tray. On the computer screen, a 
mosaic of different portions of a picture like hundreds of 
overlapping pieces of a jigsaw puzzle assembled itself into 
the image of a woman ’s face. Then a line said, “Matching, 
Matching, Matching.” Finally a voice came from the 
computer, “The person sitting across the laboratory is Julia 
Schafer.” 


“| have to say that I’m impressed,” said Trevor. “Nadine 
said, “I’m glad you are happy with them. They are more like 
spyware than other things I’ve worked on, but you never 
know when they will come in handy. How about | just give 
you a rundown on some things we have cooking, and that 
might help you know if that is what you are looking for at 
the moment.” Trevor said, “That’s very practical. | knew 
there was a reason we hired you,” smiling. “To tell you the 
truth, | am looking for some spy or rather reconnaissance 
type hardware. | need some drones that can hover for a long 
time to reconnoiter the Martian terrain and determine if 
there are underground dwellings or structures, as well as 
the ways in and out. Then | need something that can look 
for a way in and out, like hitchhiking onto someone ina 
pressure suit to get inside. Once inside, the drone has to be 
able to collect data on the layout of the interior, general 


movements of people, life support functions such as water, 
power, CO ,scrubbers, etc. 


Nadine said, "I think we can set you up Mr. Van 
Leeuwan. We have drones that do all of those things and 
can stay well hidden. We have some that disguise 
themselves with various metallic finishes and colors so they 
just become part of the background, like those moths in 
England in the Industrial Revolution. Ours look more like 
stainless steel than soot though.” Van Leeuwan said, “What 
if I’m not able to retrieve them?” Nadine thought, “Well, the 
drones are mostly recyclable. | mean that seriously. They 
could just be given the command to head for the nearest 
compactor and quietly self-destruct. What’s left could not be 
reverse engineered. We also have some that are 
biodegradable.” Trevor had to ask, “Biodegradable, Nicole?” 
Ms. Gomez continued, “Yes. We have some of the insect 
types that are 95% biodegradable. They can burrow into the 
ground, or a pile of leaves, or a potted plant. In three weeks 
there would be little trace of it, less if there are scavengers 
about. And our drones can generally draw power from stray 
em in the air or sitting next to a circuit running at 
reasonable amperage. The bugs | first showed you are solar, 
of course, but if there are any vehicles or powered devices 
on the surface, they can charge by induction. These drones 
can last for years if they aren’t weathered or abused in any 
way.” 


Van Leeuwan said, “Are all of those types you talked 
about available now?” Nadine said, “Yes, except for the ones 
| first showed you.” “There’s one more question,” Trevor 
said, “If these drones go in underground, to a lava tube 
habitat, say, and this area is Supposed to be very secure. 
Would any of your drones be able to hack the 
communications to get a line out back to me? | mean, if 
they have all this information, and cannot broadcast it, | 


have to be able to get it somehow.” Nadine thought for a 
minute. “It sounds like time is a big concern for you. I'll get 
with the software people to load some of these drones with 
the best hacking code we have, we’ll get working on it right 
away. Since we are mapping everything, we can transfer 
that information from one drone to the other for redundancy. 
They will all have their eyes on the exits for the exfiltration. 
Physically moving them out the airlocks is the best way to 
insure we retrieve all the data and to account for all of the 
drones.” Trevor was very impressed with this analyst. She 
had the whole thing wired. “Thank you Nadine, you’ve been 
very helpful. I’ll let you and your bosses know just what we 
need and when after | check with some other people.” 


Chapter Twenty-One: She Was Lost In 
Space 


The next morning Trevor received a call from one of the 
investigators out at Drill Site #1. Roberto put it through ona 
secure line. There was some preliminary information they 
wished to share with him regarding the three spacecraft 
being held there at the site and their forensic investigations. 
It seemed that the pirate crews were caught with their pants 
down, as it were. There was a lot of personal information 
available on these guys including logs, communications, 
diaries and other records they did not have time to destroy. 
Along with the DNA they had collected, this could yield 
positive IDs on most if not all of them. He told them he 
would try to make it out to the site tomorrow and he would 
speak with them some more then but the update was 
greatly appreciated. 


When he finished with the investigator, he remembered 
something he was going to ask Ka’aukai yesterday and put 
a call through to him. “Hello James,” said Trevor, “There was 
something else | needed you guys to look into but forgot to 
mention yesterday. Space Operations runs a pretty tight 
ship so maybe you have the answer already. I’m looking into 
three plasma boosters with habitats for three medium sized 
freighters orbiting Mars and/or the Moon right now or parked 
at a Lagrange point. Do you know of any that have entered 
orbit under suspicious circumstances in the last couple of 
weeks? Say some that don’t have working transponders or 
problems with paperwork to bring them here on the QT? 
They might be running under some super-secret JSO 
authority, in fact | would almost bet on it.” Next he put ina 


call to Furniko Haruda, “Hello Furniko, have you ever had 
dinner in an oil field?” 


Around mid-morning the next day, Trevor received a 
call from Ka’aukai. Regarding the three plasma boosters, he 
did have some information. There were periodic snafus with 
paperwork and misidentification given the volume of traffic 
in the Earth-Moon system. Space Operations themselves 
might drop the ball themselves, on occasion. Running across 
three spacecraft at the same time with mysterious origins 
was unusual. James did not know how Van Leeuwan knew 
the exact number and timing. It was astonishing, but not out 
of the ordinary. Trevor was full of surprises and strange 
requests. Ka’aukai was used to it at this stage. He was that 
way back at Taha’a so he knew better than to ask questions. 
“Yup, you nailed it sir. It looks like three kings following the 
same star,” James said. “As you suspected, two of them 
orbiting the Moon are under some nebulous JSO authority. 
They are supposed to keep us apprised even using their 
temporary registration numbers. The third, parked at L2, 
claims to be under a Franco-German flag under the name 
Lafayette, but the central ship’s registry does not have it 
listed. All three of them have habitats to accommodate a 
medium freighter crew plus the same number of 
passengers.” 


Trevor then asked, “I take it your routine is to do your 
best to identify any unknown vessels?” Ka’aukai replied, 
“You got it boss. We don’t want any of these things falling 
out of the sky or drifting into the shipping lanes. And if they 
do, we want to know who they belong to.” Finally, Trevor 
asked, “Do you have any detailed images of these craft? | 
am trying to play matchmaker.” James said, “Got it sir. We 
do have a fair set of images, including some high quality 
holograms. We had the fleet do a little skulking around after 


we got your request for information. You should be receiving 
these in the next fifteen minutes.” 


Furniko Haruda took up Van Leeuwan on his dinner 
invitation and tour of Drill Site #1. Haruda Metals was 
selling VLC a lot of steel and other alloys for the refinery, 
processing facilities, and pipelines. Besides, she still got 
excited when whole new vistas and industries took a 
foothold on Mars. She still loved being a part of it all and 
working with others who felt the same. Trevor arrived via 
the company limousine; pulling up to Haruda Metals HQ at 
2:00 PM sharp, local Mars time. Waiving the driver back to 
his front seat, he opened the door for Ms. Haruda who 
looked genuinely excited for this excursion. Though it was 
only a fifteen minute ride to the West Airlocks, he felt the 
limousine was a meaningful gesture for someone of Ms. 
Haruda’s accomplishments. At the West Airlocks, the 
limousine waited for the door to open and pulled into the 
bay marked VLC Carriages #1, #2, #3. Van Leeuwan 
opened the door for Furniko and escorted her to the ramp 
for #3. 


This was Van Leeuwan’s personal pressurized carriage, 
but it was used for company purposes. It was rather 
nondescript on the outside with understated art-deco styling 
in sky blue and silver. There were rows of windows along 
each side making it look a bit like an old locomotive club 
car. Both themes were far more pronounced on the inside of 
the carriage. There were beautiful hardwood panels, art- 
deco sconces, moldings and mirrors; even the furniture was 
very stylized. The entire carriage was about twice the width 
of a 21°t century city bus, and about twice as long. A 
segregated but contiguous portion at the rear 
accommodated a security team of three plus one 
steward/cook. Near the front of the carriage and across the 
rear in an antique wavy script was the name Percival Lowell. 


A separate tractor unit connected to the carriage to provide 
locomotion. Since it would take over two hours to get out to 
the site, he figured that they may as well go in style. 


They moved along the recently cut road; some of it 
already paved here and there. Out away from the road, 
there were a different series of stakes. Some had red 
ribbons, some blue, yellow, orange or other. These marked 
out the future pipelines. Along the edges of the valley, near 
the walls one could see the various algae blooms and some 
lichen fields closer to the road. The workers would get them 
on their boots, and like Johnny Appleseed would spread 
them around where they worked. If conditions were right, 
then new colonies would form. Taking full advantage of their 
time together, Trevor and Furniko discussed the VLC 
timelines and lead times for Haruda pre-fabrication. Also 
covered was the delivery of key components and on site 
assembly. One of the reasons why Trevor picked Haruda was 
that they were excellent fabricators and had never missed a 
delivery date, at least not on any of the VLC projects. In 
addition, they had geniuses in their laboratories who could 
cook up a specialty alloy for almost any purpose. 


Upon arrival at Drill Site #1, Trevor gave instructions to 
the driver so they could tour the far flung facilities. They 
slowly drove past some of the drilling rigs as Trevor 
explained how they and their crews worked in this low 
pressure environment. The carriage had an abbreviated 
second story which was made primarily of transparent 
materials and a stairway from the lower living area. Van 
Leeuwan explained to Furniko that when he was spending a 
lot of time living and working out here, he had this 
‘observation bubble’ retrofitted to the carriage. He liked to 
put a little cot or chair up here and go to sleep under the 
stars or just chill out after a long day. They rode up here as 
they toured the VLC claim. They stopped for a while at the 


refinery and processing stations and went over the 
construction diagram and project timeline. A couple of the 
Haruda foremen were escorted in through the airlocks of the 
Carriage so Furniko could get some of the real poop from the 
guys doing the work. Work was on time or slightly ahead of 
schedule for each of the plants they were subcontracting. 


“Then we pipe nearly all of our products out of here 
and back to where they are needed.” Trevor said as they 
toured the head distribution point for the pipelines. “Trevor, 
lam very impressed! And you've accomplished all of this in 
18 months? | mean, since you capped your well heads?” 
Trevor was impressed too, but he said, “Well, we could not 
have done this without reliable, professional contractors 
who understand what we are trying to do. It’s been quite a 
day so far. | don’t know about you, but I’m famished. The 
smells from the kitchen are really getting my going. The 
cook may be about to surpass himself again.” Van Leeuwan 
told the driver to take them over to one of the tented 
hangers indicated by the flashing purple beacons. The doors 
would open for him when they got there and he should pull 
inside. 


Once inside, the carriage was parked along one side of 
the tent with a canvas barrier raised to the ceiling that 
blocked the rest of the contents. They dined on the finest 
available steak and lobster on Earth or Mars with all of the 
trimmings. The meal was served by the steward/cook in the 
dining room. Trevor had insisted they adjourn there before 
the carriage reached the tent. Furniko thought this odd, but 
dismissed it as one of his many idiosyncrasies. There was 
more friendly conversation as they enjoyed their dessert, 
coffee and tea. Trevor was enjoying himself and said, 
“Furniko, | had an ulterior motive for inviting you out here 
this evening. Furniko briefly looked shocked but said, "Why 
Mr. Van Leeuwan, don’t you always have one of those? And, 


by the way, I’m old enough to be your mother!” she 
laughed. Trevor really was embarrassed now over his choice 
of words and timing. Soldiering on, he cleared his throat. 
“Ahem, yes, well now | rea//y don’t Know how to phrase 
this.” 


Not making it any easier for him, Furniko was laughing 
out loud now. “It’s OK Trevor, just be out with it!” Truly 
squirming now, Trevor said, “OK. There’s something | want 
to show you. We need to go upstairs to the observation 
deck.” Still giggling, Furniko got up and walked to the 
stairwell, followed by Trevor. They slowly made their way up 
to the darkened bubble, with only the lighted stairs to guide 
them. There were just a few faint lights in the floor for them 
to find their way. “OK now, stand there in the center of the 
bubble and face that way as he indicated the curtain side. 
All of the lights in the hangar were off. “Are you looking, 
Furniko?” asked Treavor. “Yes. Yes. What am | looking at?” 
Trevor clicked a remote in his hand. Simultaneously, floor 
and ceiling lights shined outward, away from the carriage 
and the curtain fell to the ground. 


Furniko Haruda stood there in shock then moved to the 
interior of the bubble putting her palms against the glass. “1 
don’t believe it. | just can’t believe it!” She started laughing, 
then crying, then doing both at the same time. “It’s the 
Nakamura-Maru! |t’s the Nakamura-Maru! It’s my father’s 
ship!” Trevor stepped back, letting her take in the moment. 
In genuine amazement, Furniko turned to Trevor and said, 
“How? “When? | practically grew up on this ship! | know 
every inch of her, or used to. | thought those bastards had 
taken her forever, or destroyed her out of spite. I’ve been 
trying to put her out of my mind.” Van Leeuwan brought 
some chairs over because she looked a little wobbly from 
the shock, or the wine. He said, “Well, she’s back, and she is 
yours. But, if you don’t mind, | would like my investigators 


to go over her again one more time. I’m certain that you still 
want to nail the people who grabbed her or used her for 
nefarious purposes?” Wiping the tears from her eyes, Ms. 
Haruda said, “Yes. Yes, of course Trevor,” patting him on the 
leg. “| already feel so much better that she is here being 
watched over by you!” 


Trevor said, “We had a pretty good idea that was the 
Nakamura-Maru. | would not have brought you out here to 
be disappointed.” He brought the curtain halfway up again 
and projected some images on its surface. The screen 
showed a bank of three engines in a triangular arrangement 
with a large spherical reactor section forward of them and 
an even larger spherical propellant section forward of that. 
A large toroid, about 30 meters thick rotated about the 
central axis of the ship. Slowly he flipped through various 
images in different views of the plasma engine with its 
attached habitat and better views of the clamps intended 
for the Nakamura. “It’s the Kanenobu-Maru -- the plasma 
driver mate for the Nakamura-Maru,” said Furniko. “Where is 
she?” she said in a low tone -- more angry now than happy 
after her boost of morale and confidence. “That’s what we 
figured after our engineers matched the mating clamp and 
hatch locations on the Nakamura,” said Trevor. “Right now 
she is parked at L2 under the name Lafayette, though the 
name and your ship do not match in the directory.” 


“| have so many questions | wish to ask you. So many 
questions | know you cannot answer now or maybe ever.” 
Furniko smiled and said, “You have been a very naughty, 
naughty boy Van Leeuwan-San!” Trevor smiled back saying, 
“Naughty or nice, you know it is always in the eye of the 
beholder. With the forces we are dealing with the rabbit hole 
only seems to get deeper and deeper. You Know you have 
every right to file papers for the return of the Kanenobu- 
Maru, especially if she is in someone's possession illegally.” 


Furniko sighed, “Yes. Yes. | have all kinds of rights, but as 
soon as | exercise them, that ship will be gone again ina 
flash - broken up and sold for scrap, and you know it. She is 
as you Say, ‘one hand clapping’ right now?” Trevor thought 
for a second. “Well, whoever has her right now, and we are 
working hard to find out, might not want to be so quick to 
chop her up. At least until they know what happened to the 
Nakamura. They are a matched pair after all, and there 
hasn’t been enough time to mount a serious investigation.” 
Furniko sighed again, “Some wildcat miners would love to 
tow her out to the Belt for a cozy set up - nuclear power for 
a decade plus artificial gravity. That’s way better than living 
in near zero g eating food out of one bag and peeing into 
another one.” 


Very serious now, Trevor said, “Furniko, we may have to 
Snatch this ship out from under them. If that is the case, we 
need a plan. You and your crews know this vessel better 
than anyone. You folks know if there are vulnerabilities or 
just annoying bugs -- hardware or software -- we can take 
advantage of. Any secret passages, private holds, or 
auxiliary controls, etc. -- it could all help.” Furniko said, 
“Right now I’m all in, though | need to talk to my people to 
see how much they want to participate. | know you did not 
bring my ship back all by yourself. Some of your crews and 
security teams took part. Now, is there something else you 
wish to get off of your chest, Van Leeuwan-San?” 


Trevor had no choice really but to enlighten Furniko on 
the connection between her ships and the JSO. He told her 
he had ‘actionable intelligence’ through a sympathetic 
military source, but was not going to name him. “This 
source told us where to find the ‘pirate’ ships. It was way 
out West of Olympus Mons at the Mars Northern Military 
Reserve. So we figured we had a right to take those ships 
and their crews back for evidence and trial. They were living 


it up out there, so far as possible, with the JSO. They 
certainly were not in custody as they insinuated. This is the 
same JSO who stood by while an act of piracy was in 
progress.” He went on to tell her about VLC’s research into 
the three plasma drive vessels including the Kanenobu-Maru 
back at Earth-Moon under mysterious circumstances. 
Furniko was glued to her chair, trying to process every word 
Trevor was saying. “So here’s the thing,” Van Leeuwan said; 
thinking out loud as he paced around the bubble, “We've 
got to go public soon because we can’t continue to hold 
these guys without them getting some sort of 
representation for court. That would go against the very 
values we are defending. But when we go public with the 
pirates, we have to go public with the ships, or no one will 
believe these guys are who we Say they are.” 


Van Leeuwan went on, “Those two plasma drive rigs 
are tied up under some kind of JSO cover story in lunar orbit. 
We're working on what their designation really is, which | 
doubt is legitimate. Maybe | can ask the little birds who told 
me about the pirate’s lair. Already, a hornet’s nest has been 
stirred up at the Reservation - from our satellite data, 
anyway. They don’t know who have the ships yet so | 
suspect they are only locking the barn doors after the 
horses have escaped. | am working under the assumption 
that if we have 1) Alleged pirates in custody 2) At least one 
ship identified by the owner, and potentially 3) custody of 
the Kanenobu-Maru in Mars orbit, then we should have a 
good amount of public opinion on our side.” Furniko added, 
“| understand what you are getting at. There’s almost no 
time to retrieve the Kanenobu-Maru before you go public. 
Could | get you to hold any decisions on that before | meet 
with some of my key people? If possible, | would not want 
her to get away a second time without trying.” 


Moving toward the stairs Trevor used the remote and 
lowered the curtain to the floor once more. then said, “It’s 
getting late, and we should be getting back to the 
Settlements. I'll give you a few minutes up here alone 
before we move out. I'll go see what the cook and security 
are doing and notify the driver.” Furniko once again looked 
serious, “Trevor, | cannot tell you how much this has meant 
to me and | will never forget it.” She gave him a big hug and 
said, smiling and pushing Van Leeuwan in the direction of 
the stairs, “OK. Get out of here before | lose my reputation 
for being a cold-hearted bitch!” 


When Furniko Haruda came back downstairs, 
everything had been squared away from dinner. It looked 
like her mascara had run slightly, but Trevor would not bring 
it up. She would catch it herself and nothing more would be 
said. The Percival Lowell/in train with her hauler rejoined the 
main road as the lights went out in the hangar. Reengaging 
with Furniko, Trevor said, “The road crews like to call it 
Highway 1. The sub-contractors and the drill site workers 
quickly adopted it.” She glanced past him out the window 
noticing the solar powered beacons delineating the road 
flying by silently as they passed. “You know there might be 
a way to temporarily disable those two plasma drivers in 
lunar orbit,” she said. Her family’s company was called 
Haruda Metals. But Furniko, like her father, was always far 
more in love with the spacecraft and ship building side of 
the business than with mining. “Are you talking about the 
A3-5 codes?” “Exactly,” said Furniko, “Those ships might 
still have the original SCRAM codes in them. It’s a long shot, 
but if we could find out who owns them, we could make sure 
they were parked for a long time. We have the codes for the 
Kanenobu-Maru, and if we could get close enough, we could 
ping the ship to see if both the activation codes and the 
lock-out codes are still valid.” 


Chapter Twenty-Iwo: The Archimedes 


There was some history between the Harudas and the 
Van Leeuwans in the shipping industry. Trevor’s great uncle, 
Lysander Van Leeuwan pushed for a more sane way to get 
around the solar system. Even though the Van Leeuwans 
were technologically far ahead of anyone in the Earth-Sol 
system, it was deemed that introducing all of their advances 
to this society would be extremely dangerous. At the same 
time, taking 7-10 months to Mars one-way seemed 
incredibly ridiculous. There were easier ways to go. Chihiro 
Haruda was Furniko’s paternal grandmother, a noted 
physicist, nuclear engineer and designer. She read an op-ed 
piece written by Lysander and got in touch with him to show 
him some designs she had been working on. She also 
agreed that the political restrictions were grossly affecting 
the exploration of the solar system and future economic 
developments. Checking their schedules, they found that 
they would both be in the UK the same week. 


They met at a hotel on the Isle of Man, which they 
thought was sufficiently out of the way for what they were 
discussing. Dr. Haruda laid out her plans for building fission 
reactors in a modular way. The components would be ferried 
into orbit to be assembled in space. The shipping capacity 
existed to do this. It would be expensive, but the savings in 
time over the long run would more than pay for it. 
Capabilities thought far too impractical now would become a 
reality. Habitats could also be built in a modular way and 
reconstructed in orbit. The time spent exposed to deadly 
cosmic rays would be vastly reduced. Long stretches in low 
gravity, despite advances in exoskeleton designs, were still 
detrimental to health. Worse yet, the confinement in small 
spaces took a great psychological toll on most people. 
Lysander was sold, and had been for a long time. 


The question was how to persuade the masses that one 
could build and operate nuclear reactors in space in a safe 
way for humans. No one was going to sponsor a project like 
that, so VLC did - or one of her newly minted subsidiaries 
would. Haruda Metals and VLC became the sole investors in 
their new company, Prometheus Plasma Propulsion. |t was 
all done very quietly. Even those who thought they knew 
what they were working on did not have the complete 
picture. It was thought of as more of a pet project than a 
real company - something to keep the rich kids busy. A lot 
of groundwork had been done in the area of plasma 
engines. Prometheus angered more than one other start-up 
or established company by enticing some of their best 
people to work for them. Recruiters plucked up some 
outstanding talent overlooked by those establishment 
universities favoring diversity of color over diversity of skills 
and effort. 


Components were built in VLC and Haruda shipyards on 
Earth and assembled in their space docks after extensive 
testing. Prometheus had gone all out with the engines, 
nuclear plants, habitat and docking mechanism for a 
standard starship. After four and a half years, the 
Archimedes was completed and towed to a high Earth orbit. 
It was never discovered where the fissionable material came 
from. Lysander never said, though he was barraged with 
accusations and threats later on. There was more than one 
‘sovereign nation’ on the planet doing that sort of 
development and most of them were in financial trouble. 
Because they would not be forced to sign any agreements 
that would actually endanger or enslave their people, they 
were punished. To Lysander, demonstrating another 
peaceful use of nuclear energy was worth the risk and Dr. 
Haruda agreed. Public opinion was key to the success of the 
Archimedes ‘space trials’ and was one thing at which 
Lysander excelled. He knew that if the trials were 


devastating to the current overregulated and stultified 
environment, then the punishment would be minimal. “All 
the kids would want one!” 


Some notable alternative media personalities were 
invited to the launching of the Archimedes on her first trip to 
Mars. She launched from L2, or as some like to say, ‘The 
Dark Side of the Moon’. That same day the pride of the 
Royal Navy - the HMS Queen Elizabeth III -- was launching 
from Earth to the Red Planet. Her ETA at Mars was 8 % 
months. Of course Lysander, Dr. Haruda and Prometheus 
knew when the QE /// was launching and timed their 
impromptu looking press release accordingly. The 
Archimedes slowly slipped out of her parking orbit and into 
an elongated orbit about the Earth. She stayed in this orbit 
for three days while the HMS Queen Elizabeth I// rocketed off 
into the blackness. There was a lot of guffawing and finger 
pointing by the media because they were either too 
ignorant of the laws of physics or were gaslighting the 
public into thinking their experts knew best. No one was 
telling the children the story of the tortoise and the hare 
anymore. 


For weeks there was very little on the news nets about 
the Archimedes or the QE I/II. lf there was anything in the 
primary media about either, the only item to come up was 
the ramifications of Prometheus and Lysander Van 
Leeuwan’s possible dealings with terrorist regimes to obtain 
nuclear materials. There was a lot of sabre rattling by the 
usual politicians and some op-ed pieces, but for such an 
issue, the coverage was remarkably subdued. It was felt 
that the self-appointed elite privately wanted to know how 
this gamble would pay off. Though Prometheus was using 
the Deep Space Network - and paying handsomely to do it - 
they always seemed to have communications problems. And 
when Prometheus did get through to the Archimedes and 


reported her position, the Deep Space Network would never 
confirm it. Eight weeks and three days after launch, the 
Archimedes went into orbit around the fourth rock from the 
Sun. The 337 people on Mars were ecstatic because they 
knew exactly what this meant. The Deep Space Network 
went dark concerning the Archimedes which turned into a 
huge scandal later on. Dr. Haruda contacted some of her 
colleagues in the astronomical underground and a few 
dishes were turned to Mars. The crew of the Archimedes 
announced their arrival once more amid spewing 
champagne and loud music. The broadcast was replayed all 
over Earth for days. 


Five days later there was a distress call from the HMS 
Queen Elizabeth III. She had discovered several tiny leaks in 
a liquid oxygen tank most likely from micrometeorites. Not 
all of the holes were accessible for repair or even identified 
at this point. There was a question of whether she would be 
able to make Mars with full life support, or would she have 
enough oxidizer to decelerate into orbit. The point was she 
had to have enough oxygen to do both or they were all 
dead. From the moment they knew of the distress call, 
Prometheus |ooked up her position and her planned 
trajectory. The people in mission planning were tasked to 
see if she could possibly be intercepted on the way to Mars. 
It would not be easy. The Archimedes would have to 
accelerate to go back to the QE ///, decelerate to change 
direction, then accelerate again to match the HMS QE I// on 
her trajectory toward Mars. There would need to be time 
enough to repair the ship, if possible. It was questionable 
whether or not there was enough room in the Archimedes to 
take the entire crew if all was lost. 


Prometheus left it up to the Captain and crew of the 
Archimedes - they were risking the most; but Prometheus 
would support them to the hilt. Lysander and Chihiro made 


an announcement that a repair and rescue mission was 
possible and would be attempted by the Archimedes. Crew 
members of the HMS Queen Elizabeth Il! were happy to hear 
this news, but kept up with their repair attempts all the 
same. They were having some better luck identifying the 
leaks, though they were not all easily accessible. Crawling 
over the surface or cutting holes in the outer skin of the ship 
to insert oxygen sniffers or patch holes was grueling work. 
They were still less than half way to Mars. 


This was Apollo 13 on steroids. The news nets -- nasty 
as some of them were - stopped the hype long enough to 
explain the news. Every day the courses of the two ships 
were plotted and replotted in schools, homes, businesses, 
bars and restaurants. People were following it like they 
followed the various fronts in WWII. Prometheus explained 
the complex path Archimedes would have to follow to meet 
up with the HMS QE I/I. The Royal Engineers had charts and 
diagrams showing how the HMS QE //icrewmen were 
attempting repairs. From the meager Mars stores, 
Prometheus was allowed to top off her liquid oxygen tanks 
so she could transfer what was needed to the QE /// before 
she set off into the void. With trajectories calculated and 
recalculated, the Prometheus set off on her rescue mission. 
Captain Isadore Vasquez kept up with the progress of the QE 
/// repairs so she would know what to expect. She drilled her 
engineers and made sure they were up to speed with the 
latest developments. They even passed along a few 
suggestions despite the communication delays. 


Sweating it out onboard the HMS Queen Elizabeth III, 
Commander Angus McCloud was doing his best to manage 
expectations. The repairs were not going as fast or as well 
as he had hoped. New leaks were being found even now. He 
was Starting to worry about the structural integrity of the 
tanks. The crew seemed to be holding up, though you could 


never tell. They were communicating with the crew of the 
Archimedes and to their loved ones back home. He was 
never so glad as when the Archimedes was finally in the 
rear and moving up to join them on this last maneuver. She 
was slowly rotating so that the two ships would be ‘nose to 
nose’. There would not be any hard docking here. A flexible 
tube was stretched between the two ships and crew 
members would pull themselves through from one ship to 
the other. The computer of the Archimedes took over 
attitude control for both ships to maintain coordination. 


There was a finite window even to make repairs, so 
both crews hit the ground running. Having compared notes 
and making calculations as they approached each other, 
they were very much on the same track. Engineers from the 
Archimedesspelled those from the HMS QE /// who were 
burned out with such tedious and delicate work. They had 
some much improved tools and leak detectors which made 
the work go faster. In shifts, the British crew spent time in 
the habitat sucking up the artificial gravity and loving it. In 
the end, both crews had done everything that could have 
been done without a dry dock. The best calculations said 
they would run short of oxygen twenty-five days too early. 
Topping off with more lox would only buy them another ten 
days with a safe margin. Commander McCloud had a crew of 
twenty-two. Captain Vasquez said she would have to 
transfer six of them to the Prometheus so the HMS QE III 
could conserve oxygen. The Commander agreed and chose 
which crewmen to move to the other ship. 


Commander McCloud relayed his report back to Space 
Command UK. With the delay and bureaucracy, it usually 
took some time to get a reply, but it came very quickly this 
time. The High Command wanted Commander McCloud to 
request, on their behalf, that the six crewmen be transferred 
to the Archimedes for their return trip to Earth. She was only 


on her shakedown cruise with no plan to stay at Mars. This 
had been cleared with Prometheus and the British 
Government who was very much interested in this new 
technology. This message was relayed to Captain Vasquez 
who looked curious, but said she needed to confirm it with 
her superiors. Vasquez relayed her report with this request 
back to Lysander Van Leeuwan and Dr. Haruda at 
Prometheus. They emphasized that, yes, they had approved 
taking on the Royal Navy crewmen, but they would not have 
a complete run of the ship. Proprietary portions could be 
explained in general terms, but no schematics or details 
should be revealed. The agreement was transferred with the 
message showing all of the relevant signatures. 


Captain Vasquez relayed her conversation to 
Commander McCloud and gave him a copy of the 
agreement. The Commander had no problem with it, not 
realizing how his superiors had subtly tried getting him to 
dupe her into believing she should be more open. She 
thought it so sad how good people were so manipulated and 
didn’t even know it. The rest of the shakedown cruise was a 
fantastic success. A course was plotted to give the crew the 
closest human views to Venus and Mercury anyone had ever 
seen. The Royal Navy crew would talk about it for years. The 
HMS Queen Elizabeth Ill made it to Mars safely with oxygen 
to spare. In the end, all was forgotten about the 
Surreptitious acquisition of fissionable materials. Of course 
there was still bad blood in elite circles about these 
companies not ‘sharing’ all of their sweat, blood, and 
intellectual property with their betters. In the end, so many 
people understood the concepts demonstrated by the 
Prometheus that once the regulations and silly rules had 
been lifted, a plethora of new industries were launched. 


Chapter Twenty-rhree: The Boarders 


Working from the Percival Lowell as they returned to 
the New Settlements, Trevor and Furniko contacted their 
people to see if either had any craft at L2, or were on their 
way there. Furniko had called up the engineering diagrams 
of the Kanenobu-Maru and started paging through them, 
mostly from memory. If they were going to take the ship, 
they would need to board her. To board her, they did not 
want to make a lot of noise doing it or get anyone hurt. She 
didn’t want to have to do an A3-5 on the reactors and she 
didn’t want the Kanenobu’s illegitimate crew doing it either. 
If that happened, she might never get her back. To get 
inside, there needed to be a path not necessarily known to 
this crew, whoever they were. 


With luck that only occurs in science fiction novels, the 
old crew of the Kanenobu-Maru was taking leave on the 
Moon in Armstrong City. Mare Frigoris. Haruda Metals 
acceded to their request to stay together as a crew after 
pirates absconded with their ship. Through attrition and 
reassignment of the previous crew, most of them were 
reunited on the Uda-Maru and her companion plasma driver 
Ship -- the Yagi-Maru. Armstrong City was one of the older 
cities on the Moon, starting and growing because of the 
nearby ice deposits. The crew had been there for a week 
and had three weeks to go before getting a new 
assignment. Dembe Otueome was still Captain of the 
combined crew and still stinging about the pirates. He was 
sitting in the bar with his compatriots when he received the 
message from Ms. Haruda. It wasn’t every day he had a 
communication directly from the President and CEO of the 
company. The message was marked confidential and 
proprietary so he excused himself from the bar and went to 
see if there was an empty conference room in the Aldrin 


Arms Hotel. The concierge had known him for years and 
keyed him in - no charge. Later, he had to admit, he was 
taken aback by this older, very proper Japanese lady asking, 
“Captain Otueome, how would you like to become a pirate?” 


Furniko and Trevor appeared together in the 
communication as they sent it from the Percival Lowell. She 
told him that the Nakamura-Maru was back in their custody 
thanks to Trevor Van Leeuwan and VLC, showing him images 
of the vessel parked in the hangar. Dembe was gobsmacked 
as he listened and watched the transmission. “I know you 
are probably quite shocked right now,” his boss continued. 
“lL only found out about this this evening, but we have some 
stringent time constraints here. As Mr. Van Leeuwan says, 
we cannot be like the people who have wronged us. We will 
have to make our case before the public and some neutral 
arbiter.” Van Leeuwan continued, “As | told my own people, | 
cannot force you to take part in any of these activities, but 
we’ve chosen you because you are the best people for the 
job and stand for the same ideas that we stand for. VLC has 
security teams there in Armstrong City trained in this sort of 
thing but you and your people know the ship. The crew 
there may be completely innocent with no knowledge of 
how their employers came by it and we don’t want anyone 
hurt. That’s why we felt it best if you worked directly with 
the security team. If there is any way to retake the ship, 
we’ll need your crew to pilot her out of L2 to some place 
more secure. For the most part, the plan will have to be 
yours. Check with either of us if there is anything else you 
need. The contact information for our security team is 
attached to this message.” 


With his head still reeling, but regaining focus, Captain 
Otueome regained his composure. Of course he was in! Of 
course his crew would be in! That was not going to take any 
selling on his part. He and his crew would have to work 


quickly with the security team and his boss who also knew 
the ship. In short order they had to determine how to get 
on, in, take control, and fly out without anyone noticing. 
They would have to offload the current crew somewhere 
after determining if they had any knowledge material to the 
case. And it all would have to be done in the next 48 hours. 
Otueome sent a brief message acknowledging that he 
understood the mission. He would confirm after contacting 
his crew and the security team. He then returned to the 
back corner of the bar; staked out by his people. Waiving to 
the barmaid and motioning to an invisible check in his hand, 
Captain Otueome said, “Ladies and gentlemen, have | got a 
job for you?!” 


VLC’s security team came over from their lodgings to 
join up with the Captain and crew in his suite. They took 
stock of what tools and resources they could put together in 
such a short time. It was both good and bad that they were 
working out of a large lunar city. It was good in the way of 
getting more specialized materials, but bad in there were a 
lot of Snoops around to ask questions. They plotted late into 
the night. Neither wanted any screw-ups on this job. Ms. 
Haruda informed them that the lock-out codes for A3-5 
should still be valid. There had been no registration of new 
codes, but then again, the ship’s registry as the Lafayette 
was still in question. The Lafayette had no plans to leave L2 
for at least the next six days. VLC had a tender service 
operating out of Armstrong City that could prove useful. The 
tenders supplied fuel, food, tools and other supplies as a 
kind of roving ship’s store. They also acted as a taxi service 
between the larger ships in parking orbits. Their ships could 
get right up next to anyone without immediate suspicion. 


As they broke up, the two teams set the time for their 
mission at 3:00 PM MCT tomorrow. Both would meet at the 
launch pads of VLC Tranquility Tenders at that time with all 


of their equipment. This would give them time to load their 
gear and do a final walk-through. Trevor had briefed those 
with the need to know at Tranquility Tenders so they had a 
heads up. Their jobs could be a bit boring at times, so they 
were up for some excitement. VLC-TT-0126 was ready for 
loading on this dedicated trip when they got there. No one 
gave them a second look as Captain Otueome came in with 
their luggage, equipment bags and carry-ons. The same 
went for Sergeant Fisher and her security team. All of them 
looked like any other teamsters going to or coming from 
their vessels in orbit. 


Certain items were packed into the unpressurized 
section of the tender to make access easier later on. All 
were on board and everything was squared away before the 
scheduled 4:00 PM launch. The VLC-TT-0126 was configured 
for railgun launch, as were most of the tenders. Since most 
tenders were relaying fuel supplies to their customers in 
orbit, it made no sense to use chemical rockets for that 
purpose from the Moon. The ship was on her way in a round- 
about path to the Earth-Moon L2 site. As the tender neared 
her destination, the security team changed into their 
pressure suits and gathered their equipment together. They 
moved into the airlock and the non-pressurized portion of 
the cargo section. On the bridge, the captain contacted the 
‘Lafayette’ asking if there was any need of fuel or supplies. 
The answer was a negative from the target. Supplies were 
full up and a fuel delivery was already scheduled from 
another vendor. 


The VLC-TT-0126 had matched velocities with the 
‘Lafayette’ parked in a blind spot as indicated by Captain 
Otueome. There was only one man on watch on the 
‘Lafayette’ in the forward control room. Almost the entire 
crew was relaxing in the break room and he was by himself 
here on the bridge. The VLC security team had exited the 


tender and sent grappling hooks over to the ‘Lafayette’. 
Tying the line off on the exterior of VLC-TT-0126, they slid 
with their equipment along the wires over to the target ship 
--disappearing into an external catwalk near the rear. With 
safety lines attached on the ‘Lafayette’, the security team 
disengaged the wires from their side. Two of them flashed 
their lights in the direction of the tender to signal their 
disconnection. The crewman manning communications on 
the ‘Lafayette’ said, “VLC Tranquility Tenders 0126, do you 
read? We have a blind spot, and | believe you are in it. Could 
you please move more to your port side?” 


With the airlock doors closed, the tender complied and 
moved to port. “We read you Lafayette and are moving to 
port.” Along the catwalk in the rear, the security team 
followed the passageways they had outlined in their plan 
based upon the schematics sent from Ms. Haruda. There 
was a vulnerable section between the reactors on the 
topside of the ship. The plating was thin and there were no 
bulkheads, conduits, air ducts or anything sensitive that 
would impair the craft if damaged. Underneath the plating 
was a passageway. Sergeant Fisher brought the tools up to 
their breech point. She enclosed herself inside a repair tent 
used when atmospheric pressure was required on the 
outside of the ship. Another member of the team pressed 
the adhesive seal of the tent down to the exterior plating of 
the ship. Once the seal looked and felt secure, she cracked 
the regulator of an air bottle and let the pressure inside the 
tent slowly bleed up to 1 atmosphere. Cutting off the gas 
bottle, she monitored the pressure to see if it was holding 
and it was. Next, she drilled a one centimeter diameter hole 
through the plating and into the ship. With a fiber-optic 
viewer, she pushed the viewing head through the hole and 
angled it about seeing if anyone was back here. It seemed 
that it was a slow night with not much going on. 


Another one of her crew went forward of her position in 
the tent to where the ship’s identifier was attached. Pulling 
another identifier out of a bag, he magnetically attached it 
to the plating of the ship. Carefully, he dismounted the 
‘Lafayette’ identifier and exposed the wire harness 
attachment plug. Pulling it apart, he reattached it to the 
replacement he brought on board. When turned on the new 
one would identify the ship as Kanenobu-Maru regardless of 
what shenanigans were being played inside. This was the 
team’s equivalent of raising the proper flag over their ship 
again. 


Seeing that there was no one in the rear corridors, 
Fisher marked a circle on the outer hull with the hole at the 
center. Firing up her saw, she cut the circular piece of hull 
plating where she had marked it. She worked fast and 
popped the disk through the hole and followed it soon after. 
As the disk floated there, she popped up and pulled in her 
tools and the air bottle. Outside, she left a disk eighty mm 
larger in diameter than the disk she cut with an equal sized 
center hole. She applied a generous amount of adhesive to 
the underside circumference of the larger disk, overlapping 
the smaller by about 40 mm. Popping up again, she pulled 
herself halfway out of the hole. Running a bolt through the 
center holes of the disks, she brought down the plate with 
the smaller disk first. Passing the bolt through a flat metal 
bar on the inside, she tightened a nut on the innermost side, 
clamping the disk into the hole with the bar. Finally, she 
applied a copious amount of a calking gel to the circular 
seam of the metal plate and around the bolt hole through 
the disks. This she did very quickly for she did not know 
what lights were going off up on the bridge. She knew that 
large fluctuations in the air pressure would certainly have 
set off alarms. This was the fastest way she thought to get 
in without drawing a lot of attention. Satisfied that the hull 
was Sealed, since the tent was still on the outside, she ran 


around to the rear corridor and airlock to let in the rest of 
the team. 


Once the security team was all inside, Fisher took one 
man with her to the bridge while the rest went into the 
habitat ring toward the living and recreation quarters. There 
was another version of the bridge in the habitat unit which 
was used for long runs and when critical burns were not 
being done. Generally used in port, the more traditional 
bridge was at the ‘front’ of the ship. They wanted to be sure. 
The security team all wore full pressure suits, so these 
crewmen would not recognize who they were - just like on 
the Mars raid. When Fisher and her man shot onto the main 
bridge in zero g, there was no one there but the radio man, 
watching a Mars sitcom and eating tortilla chips. When he 
turned around, his eyes were as big as saucers and he was 
Shitting bricks. “Who the hell are you guys?!” was all he 
could say before they pulled his hands behind his back to 
zip tie him to his chair. 


Fisher’s man Jensen grabbed the microphone jack and 
plugged it into his helmet, “VLC Tranquility Tenders 0126, do 
you copy?” “Tranquility Tenders, at your service.” “We’ve 
changed our mind on that fuel and we’d like to see what 
items you have that our ordinary service does not have, 
copy?” “Tranquility Tenders, we copy. Please unlock your 
forward docking and loading port, thank you.” To everyone 
else around L2, this was just a normal early evening routine. 


Back in the habitat, the crew was gathered around; in 
the rec room watching a movie. The room was dark and 
they were engrossed in the action. They didn’t notice the 
security team slipping in fully armed and blocking the exits. 
Finally one realized they were not alone and said, “Did you 
dudes come for pizza night?” Their Captain was there but 
figured these people were company security coming to 
catch them at something and maybe scare them a bit. A 


couple of the security men tried to question each of them, 
but it soon seemed clear that their story had merit. Their 
employer, who was a general purpose hauler, bought this 
rig about 8 months ago. The crew had spent a fair amount 
of time doing basic housekeeping and preventative 
maintenance that the previous owners had neglected. The 
security men and Haruda Metals crewmen did sympathize 
with these folks when they heard the story later on. They 
spent a lot of hours cleaning up someone else’s mess, and 
now they were being evicted. 


Jenson unlocked the forward cargo airlock for Captain 
Otueome and his crew. They were wearing full pressure suits 
just in case. They made several trips hauling their personal 
items along with tools and other things they liked to travel 
with. Stowing them along one side of the cargo bay, they 
made their way into the habitat where the current crew 
were zip tied and a bit drunk. It wasn’t going to be easy 
getting these folks to start cleaning out their crap if they 
were in this shape. It would be a few hours before they 
needed to deal with it since they had to get the ship ready 
to travel. Someone was already monitoring the fuel 
transfers. The external lockout codes to SCRAM the reactors 
were reset so no one could stop them that way. 


Once they had a few hours to sober up and get their 
heads screwed on straight, the crew of the ‘Lafayette’ 
pitched in, started pulling their things together, and loaded 
them onto the tender. Next they sat with Captain Otueome 
and his crew, not knowing who they were, and related 
everything they had noticed about the behavior of the 
vessel, older items that both crews had become familiar 
with along with a few new issues they should keep an eye 
on. They were not happy getting kicked off of this ship, 
because they had come to love it. But they understood and 
showed professional courtesy. After the Kanenobu-Maru 


crew showed them several key serial numbers in several out 
of the way places only they would know of, it was accepted 
that this was the real deal. This ship had been stolen. The 
captain and other officers made copies of the ship’s logs 
with some personal ones and gave them to Otueome as an 
added gesture of aid and understanding. 


With fueling completed, the security team boarded the 
tender where the Lafayette crew was already strapped in. 
They said their goodbyes at the airlock where they could 
remove their helmets and not be seen. Captain Otueome 
and Sergeant Fisher thought they had done pretty good 
work for a mission thrown together in such a rush. But it 
was not over, and it had not really hit the fan yet. VLC-TT- 
0126 disengaged from the Kanenobu-Maru and embarked 
on her trip back to Armstrong City.Calculating the proper 
trajectory and turning on the ship identifier, the Kanenobu- 
Maru fired her rockets to break orbit. Captain Otueome 
ordered the power from the reactors increased, plasma was 
being superheated, shaped and expelled to accelerate her 
return to Mars. 


Chapter Twenty-Four: The Unveiling 


Late the next afternoon, the crew of the Lafayette 
made an appearance at the A/drin Arms Hotel in Armstrong 
City, Mare Frigoris, Luna. Accompanied by a lawyer for 
Interplanetary Freighters, they spoke of how they were 
forced to leave their ship because it was alleged to have 
been stolen. They believed the people who evicted them 
because they knew the ship inside and out, showing them 
parts of the craft only a long term crew would know about. 
They told them the name of the ship was the Kanenobu- 
Maru. At this, most of the audience at the hotel gasped out 
loud. Everyone remembered when the Kanenobu and 
Nakamura disappeared without a trace, explanation, or any 
kind of trouble. She left Mars for the Belt and then never 
returned. Only two months after she was due to arrive, there 
was a mysterious call to a reporter telling her of a 
warehouse in Copernicus, New Settlements where the crew 
could be found. She called security at Haruda Metals to 
come with her. The entire crew was found alive and well, but 
pretty shaken up from the whole ordeal. 


At the press conference the lawyer discounted any 
claims that /nterplanetary Freighters had purchased stolen 
property or had put their employees in danger at any time. 
Michael Duesenberg was a corporate-slash-celebrity lawyer 
who loved the limelight and would say almost anything to 
Stay in it. He insinuated that the people who took the 
Lafayette were probably pirates themselves. No one knew 
because they kept their identities secret the whole time and 
this was certainly damning behavior. Why should victims of 
a crime be ashamed to speak? He even went so far as to 
accuse Haruda Metals of taking the Lafayette. At this, a 
reporter asked, “How could a company be accused of 
stealing their own property?” This kind of bald logic just 


irritated the crap out of Duesenberg. “We can’t have people 
running around taking the law into their own hands, now 
can we?” A teamster in the back could not resist, “Isn’t that 
what you are doing Duesenberg? Taking the law into your 
own hands?” That got a good laugh from the other haulers. 
One of the independents shouted, “You can bet your ass if 
any pirates took my ship there would be Hell to pay!” From 
there the conference had degenerated into mayhem. 
Duesenberg retreated with his reluctant clients to the 
upstairs rooms. 


Furniko put in a call to Trevor late that evening asking if 
he had seen the circus in Armstrong City. “Of course, did we 
expect anything different? No one wants to be known for 
buying stolen property, if that’s what happened. Blaming 
the victim is de rigueur. Kick them when they are down as 
well as when they are not looking. Finding out what actually 
did happen is not in vogue.” Ms. Haruda interrupted his 
rant, “Van Leeuwan-San, I’m talking about the reporters for 
once, and the audience; not that idiot Duesenberg! I’m 
saying we keep pointing out the fact that most of us know 
what a real crime is rather than what the lawyers want you 
to think. People are not that dumb, they are just too 
exhausted to fight. Real crimes are committed against 
people, not some nebulous collective.” 


“So you think we should unveil the Nakamura-Maru 
then? And the pirate crews have to be made available. 
That’s an even bigger issue since we are raising sucha 
ruckus about reparations. Right now they are in detention at 
Viking Plaza under the auspices of Frontier Threat 
Management. As | said before, those guys, -- no matter what 
-- deserve a fair trial. We don’t have a complete set of logs 
from the three ships, but we have enough to put several of 
them away. Surprisingly, a handful of crewmen from each 
ship are on the verge of rolling on their friends. They know 


that justice on the Frontier is far different than on Earth- 
Moon or the Nations’ Treaty enclaves. My people have some 
pretty good ideas on the identities of the other two ships 
and they should confirm with your security. The taking of 
two additional ships would give us a lot more ammunition. | 
hope you are ready for the incoming barrage.” Trevor said 
as he regained his confidence. 


Ms. Haruda said, “You sounded hesitant there Mr. Van 
Leeuwan. | was getting worried, but you have awakened a 
sleeping giant; and filled her with a terrible resolve!” Trevor 
had to laugh now, breaking the tension he was feeling. He 
then said, “I believe | can get us into the Pathfinder 
Ballroom in the early afternoon tomorrow. | will shoot for 
1:00 PM local time. Our lawyers have been scrambling to 
put this thing together because of the time constraints. | will 
confirm the time later tonight or very early in the morning. | 
will get us a live feed from Drill Site #1 for a view of the 
Nakamura-Maru during the press conference.” Furniko said, 
“Please make the arrangements, Trevor. We will be there on 
time and ready.” 


Very late that evening, VLC and Haruda Metals sent out 
a joint communique regarding their press conference the 
next day. The conference would be at 1:30 PM local time at 
the Pathfinder Ballroom in Leibniz. Furniko and Trevor were 
both there, both preferring to speak for themselves and 
their companies. Lawyers were present to go over the 
preliminary evidence. Ms. Haruda stepped up to the 
microphone and lowered it slightly so she could be heard. 
“To the ladies and gentlemen of the press, our wonderful 
customers, and the public at large, thank you for attending 
this press conference on such short notice. Now you have all 
had time to take in last night’s news regarding the taking of 
the Lafayette or the Kanenobu-Maru as the case may be. | 


can tell you this. The Kanenobu-Maru was registered to 
Haruda Metals and well known by myself and her crew.” 


She continued, “On my left, you see images taken of a 
very similar ship last seen at Earth-Moon L2 less than one 
week ago. The images to the right of that are the 
engineering schematics and photos of her right out of space 
dock. Furthermore, the images to Mr. Van Leeuwan’s right 
are those of the Kanenobu-Maru and the Nakamura-Maru 
together with an animation showing the movement and 
matching of their respective clamps and airlock transfer 
ports. Most paired ships nowadays have industry standard 
Spacing for these mating subsystems. The Nakamura-Maru 
is an older ship that did not comply with this standard. Not 
to date myself or our ship, but | Know her well because she 
was a favorite of my father’s. As a little girl, | soent a great 
deal of time aboard her and know every square centimeter 
by heart. The ships registries will back up our ownership of 
these two vessels in due time.” 


Stepping back from the podium, Ms. Haruda motioned 
for Van Leeuwan to step forward. Readjusting the 
microphone and bending down slightly he began, “Ladies 
and gentlemen, | believe you all Know Ms. Haruda’s fine 
reputation. The taking of her ships was a crime and any six- 
year-old can tell you that. It’s just too bad that six year olds 
don’t sit on the bench when they are needed.” Trevor smiled 
and continued, “To begin with, Ms. Haruda has already 
personally identified the Nakamura-Maruwhich is being held 
at an undisclosed location.” With that, he pointed to the 
large screen in the ballroom. There were a few trusted 
reporters there in pressure suits as the camera passed over 
the hull of the ship inside the hangar. At least three people 
in pressure suits were walking around the outside of the 
vessel panning their cameras. The reporter in the first feed 
said, “We are here in a hangar with the ship everyone 


thought to be lost last year. If you look closely, you'll notice 
here on the side of the craft where the name, Nakamura- 
Maru was painted over. The original script is still faint but 
visible.” 


The crowd at the Pathfinder was getting louder and 
Trevor jumped in again, “You can see here on the display to 
my right some more overhead shots of the vessel indicating 
where the docking clamps and airlocks are located. If there 
are any engineers out there, your software can do the math 
for you on exact distances. Now, for the real reporters out 
there, if you go through your files you might be able to 
match this ship with some other recent video. Not only was 
this vessel taken in a crime, we contend that she was used 
attempting at least one other act of piracy.” At that, Trevor 
had the video of the attack on the Philo T. Farnsworth 
replayed. Still shots of the Nakamura-Maru at approximately 
the same angles were shown side by side with current 
images. “In fact, not only do we believe she was involved in 
that attack, but the two others we have in custody are even 
more sure of due to the damage inflicted on them and the 
matching of their armaments.” The reporters were snapping 
out of their shock. “What do you mean ‘in custody’ Mr. 
Leeuwan?” shouted one reporter. “Are you really holding 
these ships??!” shouted another. 


Van Leeuwan knew he had to accelerate this or there 
would be chaos before he could finish. “We've split the 
reporter pool and they are being taken to the other two 
Ships. In a minute we will get confirmation.” The first 
reporter in the split pool appeared on the big screen. The 
large craft was behind her and the camera panned back to 
take it all in. “Ladies and gentlemen, you see here another 
craft which looks remarkably like one in the Farnsworth 
video. The markings are the same and it looks like small 
meteorite damage in the front. We’re showing stills from the 


video for comparison. We were told that investigators were 
still working over the ship as a crime scene to gather any 
further clues as to her identity.” Trevor took over the video 
feed again. “Now, the pool reporters should be next to the 
last and most dramatic piece of physical evidence.” Then 
switching to the last hangar, they caught the reporter, “Look 
at this! This is the ship that took so much damage in the 
Farnsworth piracy video! Notice the twisted metal and 
makeshift vacuum repairs where those turrets were 
smashed.” The reporters and their cameras were allowed at 
least a half an hour with each ship before they were taken 
back to the Settlements. They were blindfolded and did not 
know really where they had been. That did not detract from 
their video and their being able to see and touch the 
exteriors of the ships. Their images would be broadcast and 
analyzed all over the occupied Sol System. 


The reporters were going nuts, along with the onlookers 
at the Pathfinder Ballroom. Everyone had written off these 
ships as gone for good. This type was exactly the craft 
pirates pursued most viciously. “I guess now is the time for 
me to ‘drop the big one’ as they say,” Van Leeuwan intoned. 
“When these ships were retrieved, there were crews living 
on them and had been for some time, by the looks of things. 
These three crews were captured along with the ships and 
limited logs. We intend to try them for piracy and 
possession of stolen property here on the Mars Frontier. 
They are currently in custody at Viking Plaza. We are 
releasing the names of those we have identified along with 
video showing them in their holding areas so that others 
may identify them. VLC and Haruda Metals both contract 
with Frontier Threat Management for enforcement services. 
Please contact Viking Plaza to meet with the suspects for 
family visitation or representation. Please contact the legal 
departments of VLC or Haruda Metals to obtain discovery 
materials and a complete list of charges. Negotiations 


regarding the arbitration process may also be taken up with 
our attorneys.” 


“Marjorie Sipes, O/ympus Mons Journal, Mr. Van 
Leeuwan, can you tell us where these ships were found and 
by whom?” It’s now or never, thought Trevor, “Yes, Ms. 
Sipes, | will tell you exactly where we found them. They 
were parked at the Northern Military Reserve West of 
Olympus Mons.” Suddenly a hush went over the room but it 
did not discourage a certain reporter in the back. Trevor 
waved and pointed, “Anthony?” The reporter spoke loudly, 
“Anthony Tomaso, MarsNet, “Mr. Van Leeuwan, are you 
saying that the military or JSO had these men in custody 
already?” Taking his time, Trevor said, “Actually that was not 
the case at all. The suspects appeared to be going about 
their business or relaxing in the respective ships. There was 
no evidence that they were under arrest and in fact, they 
seemed quite chummy with each other. If they were under 
arrest, they would not have been living on the ships with full 
access to evidence. Armed resistance was encountered from 
the base personnel when extracting both the men and the 
ships from the Reserve. One could call it obstruction of 
justice. Yes Katya?” 


Katya Ivanova from the O/ympus Mons Journal asked, 
“Are you saying that there is some collusion going on 
between the JSO and pirates attacking our shipping?” Van 
Leeuwan stepped away from the podium slightly. “Katya, | 
don’t have any direct evidence of that, but the JSO brought 
back those ships and we never heard a thing about it; not 
about arrests or anything else. So were they protecting their 
prisoners or preventing them from breaking out or both? 
Why did they not try to prevent an act of piracy in the first 
place? Was there any investigation at all? These are the 
questions that Ms. Haruda and myself would like answered. 
We hope that a trial will bring us closer to the truth. Perhaps 


the press will do some digging regarding connections to the 
JSO.” Trevor looked around the room, “Yes, you sir in the 
grey suit...” 


A well-dressed younger man stood up, “Todd Kaiser -- 
Washington Chronicle, Sir, are you implying that the 
government would work hand-in-hand with criminals? Surely 
they know much better how to handle these situations. Are 
you perhaps still stinging from the detaining of the crew of 
the Farnsworth?” Trevor thought for a moment how to 
answer, “Mr. Kaiser, I’m not impressed with governments 
and never have been. Nearly everyone on Mars knows that 
along with quite a few on Earth. Governments are made up 
of human beings - 99.9999% of which are not elected. What 
they claim to do for people, people are already doing. Every 
crisis is seen by government and their cronies as an 
opportunity to enhance their own power and profits. Just 
take a look here in the New Settlements. The Nation’s Treaty 
sector is tearing their hair out over this boycott rather than 
doing the right thing. In another month, they will have to 
pack up and go home. They never learned that they would 
be looking out for themselves by looking out for others. How 
many of them have resigned already?” 


Furniko Haruda stepped forward. “I just wanted to say 
again how happy | am that the Nakamura-Maru has returned 
along with her companion. We are all hoping for real justice 
and to put a damper on these pirates by actually making 
them pay. We will have more information for you 
periodically. All of the information we have shared with you 
today has been made available through our two companies 
and their legal departments. Thank you all for coming!” The 
group made their way into a private conference room as the 
reporters slowly gave up on getting in more questions. 


Chapter Twenty-Five: A Different 
Brand of Justice 


Furniko said, “Trevor, this is a reminder that you and | 
may both be called to testify. We should be more frugal with 
our personal thoughts in public.” Trevor looked chastised 
and said, “Yes, you are right. | tend to get going and | can’t 
stop. It will be a tight rope walk campaigning for Chairman 
of the Mars Frontier Council and more so if I’m elected. | 
think we gave the press plenty to chew on today.” They sat 
down with members of each of their companies’ legal 
departments. Van Leeuwan said, “I hope everyone is ready 
for this battle. This could be the most serious confrontation 
the Frontier has had with the government sector. Something 
tells me that the time is right though.” The Haruda Metals 
chief councilor Hoshiko Sugimoto agreed. “Yes, it will be 
interesting to see who shows up to represent these 
suspects. Will they be retained privately or will they be 
government lawyers? We still do not know the status of the 
detainees - are they government contractors or government 
personnel?” 


Eduardo Cardona, the VLC chief councilor said, “Are 
they completely freelance? Well, for now that should not 
prevent us from building our case. It could determine how 
we shape it or present it later, but we can get started with 
what we have and what the forensics teams come up with.” 
Hoshiko spoke to Eduardo and the rest of the group. "Must 
we let the JSO add their own forensics team? They are going 
to accuse us of planting evidence.” Eduardo said, “This is all 
new territory. We have a secondary forensics team working 
the ships -- also from a respected professional company. | 
say only if we end up naming a government entity as a 
defendant should we go so far to accommodate. Of course, 


if the defendants want to bring their own people in, we 
would have to make arrangements. If some government 
agency wants to be named as a defendant then we'll do the 
same.” Hoshiko added, “I agree with Eduardo. We might be 
putting the cart before the horse. | don’t recall any 
government entity ever being hauled into a Frontier court. 
We could be making history,” she smiled. 


Van Leeuwan said, “You folks know that if this is some 
kind of false flag operation or other shenanigans run by the 
Earth’s governments, they won’t want to have their grubby 
paw prints on it. There won’t be paperwork or it will 
magically disappear. They won’t allow us to subpoena any 
information because they will claim we ‘don’t have standing’ 
or the records are classified. If we can’t get any records 
from the ships themselves, it is not likely we will get them at 
all. If there is government involvement, of which | am 
confident, the best bet might be to get some of these guys 
to roll on their betters and we can charge them with 
conspiracy personally. The Frontier courts have a reputation 
for fairness and where deals are not made for the well 
connected. We have a fair amount of material from the logs, 
so let’s keep our fingers crossed.” 


Trevor asked, “Ms. Haruda, do you have anything at all 
on the incident you related of JSO harassing one of your 
mining outposts?” Hoshiko caught on immediately, “Yes. If 
we can establish a pattern of behavior...” Furniko shook her 
head. “No, | believe they took everything when they left. 
That does not mean they did not miss anything. | will see 
that our people do more sweeps to see if we didn’t miss 
something.” Eduardo said, “Well | don’t think we can 
accomplish anything more here. Like | said, we will continue 
to build our case and keep an eye out for any surprises. | 
think the reporters are gone now, off filing their stories so 


we should be safe.” Van Leeuwan said, “Well, it will be nice 
to have an excuse not to talk to reporters.” 


By evening the news nets all had video of the alleged 
pirates in their cells at Viking Center. The cells were not 
brick, concrete and metal. They were small, but not 
unlivable. There was nothing breakable or impossible to be 
properly cleaned and sterilized in the cells. The food was 
decent. These detainees were all dressed in street clothes or 
exoskeletons if they preferred Earth gravity. The clothing 
was not an obnoxious orange, yellow, striped, or designed 
with some other demeaning identifier. Each prisoner had a 
non-removable RFID wrist band. These were men and 
women being held for trial. None of them had been 
convicted of anything, yet. There were completely private 
rooms where advocates could meet with their clients. Unlike 
government run or financed detention facilities, attorney 
client privilege was respected at Viking Center. By treating 
prisoners this way, even the criminals had a grudging 
respect for an institution that treated them like human 
beings. There had never been an escape, but then again, 
crime was very low on the Frontier. 


Each detainee facing trial was shown in the broadcasts 
from both VLC and the news nets. Suspects appeared with a 
name splashed on the screen where names were available - 
John or Jane Does otherwise. There were log entries and 
video taken aboard their ships. Technicians were going 
through videos and DNA databases to make identifications. 
It was a wish of VLC and Haruda that some would step 
forward to identify the detainees or represent them or both. 
This information could be telling in itself. It was hoped the 
video would fend off the usual charges from outsiders about 
vigilantism or lynch mobs. Everyone on the Frontier who 
possibly could carried personal insurance designed to be a 
guarantee of socially acceptable behavior. The policies listed 


in greater or lesser detail how the policy holder would 
conduct him/herself among fellow human beings. Anyone 
considering doing business with the policy holder could scan 
it in whole or in part to see what kind of person they were 
dealing with. If that person was not willing to commit to 
acting according to basic rules of civilized society, then they 
would likely not be able to trade or interact with their 
fellows or would do so only at great difficulty. Those without 
the capacity for making rational decisions were dealt with in 
other more humane ways than cycling them in and out of 
jail. 

Insurance policies often listed specific punishments 
that the holder would agree to ahead of time. Built in to 
nearly every one of these policies was a guarantee that part 
of the premium would be dedicated to a voucher fund for 
those unable to pay for representation. If a detainee was at 
a point where he/she had no representation or could not 
afford it, then they would be given vouchers to pay any of 
the independent councilors taking part in the program. The 
choice still belonged to the person charged. Competition 
between detainees who wanted more for their money and 
insurance companies who wanted to pay less would set fair 
prices for the services required. Those paying for the 
policies also used the vouchers, so they had an interest in 
making sure the services were of quality. The vouchers 
themselves were handled by other independent agents so 
the choice would be taken out of the hands of the plaintiffs. 


Earth-Mars lawyers did try cases on the Frontier, but it 
could be a very unpleasant and unsettling experience. The 
defense lawyers usually had a better time of it. Perhaps this 
was because it was possible to win a case there. A few high 
profile defense lawyers from Earth all but gave up their 
practices -- telling the press that the Mars courts were the 
reason they became lawyers in the first place. They were 


not happy with milking their clients while being cowed into 
submission by the judges and prosecutors. It was rare that 
the more serious or violent crimes were committed in the 
New Settlements. Almost everyone there was armed for one 
thing, so that dampened a lot of anti-social behavior. As for 
white collar crime, there existed ‘interlocking chains of trust’ 
brought about by self-organization. Grassroots trust was 
based on the day to day interactions of the residents rather 
than some feigned religious belief that their rights 
guaranteed by those extorting them every day. By and 
large, it was only prosecutors who had lost their faith in that 
system who crossed-over. Most of those became defense 
attorneys - no doubt in some search for redemption. There 
were some exceptions to this rule, but it was difficult to get 
over the fact that the deck would not be stacked for them 
here. They had to change their whole mind-set to 
understand that the judge or some politician was not going 
to bail them out. Charge stacking was not tolerated and 
hiding evidence would actually land you in jail as would 
collusion with a security agency to frame a defendant. 
Precedent had very little weight in the New Settlements. 
The ‘law’ for the most part was what had been pre-agreed 
to by the defendant or stated in the contract between the 
plaintiff and the defendant. Prosecutors were not allowed to 
recommend sentences since that was the business only of 
the judge and/or jury. 


Slowly, the 36 alleged pirates were identified. Several 
were named publicly by former police or military as having 
served with them. Others privately tipped VLC, Haruda, or 
Frontier Threat Management to the possible identities of 
suspects and the two other craft shown by Van Leeuwan. All 
of their portraits with their names or aliases were scrolling 
up the large viewer. Sir Richard Marchand of MI6 was once 
again monitoring the news nets in his study. He’d taken to 
locking the doors because his yelling would awake the 


household or alarm the servants. First there was a raid with 
their so-called pirates being taken along with their ships, 
then this insult. Through various clandestine avenues, he 
and Malcolm Aldrich III had obtained representation for 2/3 
of them. The remainder, feeling they could be burned at any 
time by their employers, were hiring their own or using 
vouchers. None of their actual employers or their 
representatives had shown up to visit them. The ones with 
pro-bonorepresentation knew it was the government paying 
for them, but none could talk about it. A government show 
trial would entertain the public and they would all skate one 
way or another. No one could be certain what would happen 
here. 


Sir Richard sent a message to the man he thought 
Should know what was happening on Mars. “Commander 
Kynaston, could you kindly tell me just what is happening 
out there? This is your operation isn’t it? From what | am 
seeing, it is all coming apart at the seams. You still haven’t 
told me how the crew of the Farnsworth got out, though it’s 
not enough to satisfy those rebel colonists! We still have a 
huge PR problem out there but it’s much worse than that 
and hard to keep the lid on. This boycott has got everyone’s 
nerves twisted. We’re starting to get heat from our own 
people. I’ve lost track of how many have put in their two 
week notices - and that’s just for the British sector. Franco- 
German, American, Chinese, Russians, I’m getting 
complaints from everywhere. We're going to have to come 
up with some kind of repercussions or we won't have 
anyone left! 


What’s the name of that Governor we have there now, 
Sciari? That’s it, Fabrizio Sciari. You need to go rattle his 
cage. People in his sector are coming unhinged, protesting 
every consulate and government center, they are not 
making any distinctions right now. He’s got to get some 


more police out there to deal with this. If he doesn’t, it is 
only going to get worse for him now that we have this new 
‘Trial of the Century’ going on - a Mars century. And that’s 
another thing! How could you lose three spacecraft from a 
remote base no-one ever talks about? How could you let a 
top military base be raided like a kindergarten class??! In 
any case, there’s nothing you can do about the Reservation 
right now but let them keep reinforcing it. | need you to go 
pay a visit to those boys and girls in that detention center or 
whatever they call it. | need you to put the fear of God into 
them about revealing our operations.” 


Commander Kynaston thought to himself, do | need 
this? Do | really need this? Sir Richard was all fat and happy 
when this economy or that revolution was being toppled 
before tea time and his inside information netted him 
another fortune, but now that someone was fighting back he 
was having kittens. Sometimes they do fight back - and 
that’s usually when they called him in. Sir Richard, Malcolm 
Aldrich Ill, Conan Detrick, the US Congress, the Central 
Banks and other front groups for the real pirates wanted 
their tribute as always. They were much too sophisticated 
and cultured for sabotage and wet work so they created the 
CIA, MI6, CCP, Mafia, corporate lawyers, and other 
surrogates. It was all part of the same soup at that level. 
Then again, Arthur Kynaston loved his work because he was 
very good at it - or at least he used to be. In a weird way it 
was a bit exhilarating to have worthy opponents for a 
change and that they didn’t put any stock in Rhodes 
Scholarships, an Oxford or Harvard Ph.D., knighthoods, or 
celebrity status. Even though Sir Richard was his boss, he 
thought he would let him stew for a few hours before he 
composed a reply. It was time to leave the Reserve and Sir 
Richard was right about that. There was nothing left he 
could do here so it was time to go back to the colonies. 


Still stinging over the repossession of the Kanenobu- 
Maru, Commander Kynaston thought he had better check on 
the two plasma driver ships in orbit about the Moon. They 
were still there; nominally under his control. The problem 
with military ships was that there really were very few 
military space docks for them. Even the taxpayers were not 
ready to foot the bill for monstrosities available to the 
military alone, so they had to share. Most countries did not 
want another country’s permanent space fort orbiting over 
their heads -- or worse -- parked at geostationary, L1 or L2. 
This was his problem. Having a couple of military cruisers 
guarding a couple of transport ships would only attract 
attention. He knew that being in the industry, Van Leeuwan 
and Haruda had plenty of friends and contacts who tracked 
Shipping. They probably had a bolo out on these two 
already. Or maybe he was getting paranoid with those two 
were getting into his head? 


It took some time, but ex-President Levoisier of French 
Polynesia finally got back to his old chum Governor Sciari. 
He wasn’t in a great mood, but he knew Sciari was in a far 
worse position than just losing an election. Whether he 
knew it or not, Sciari was becoming another victim of Trevor 
Van Leeuwan. Levoisier had just become a victim himself, 
because in his casual way, Van Leeuwan had just put an end 
to his career in the islands. He didn’t know if he should tell 
Sciari to stay and fight or to cut his losses and resign to 
fight another day. He was sure that Sciari did not know what 
was happening to him -- only that he was likely being kept in 
his position long enough to be made scapegoat. This was 
the world they both lived in. It was a bubble of cocktail 
parties, inside deals, and the sacrifice of those with 
constitutions too weak for this lifestyle. Nobody ever 
thought it would happen to them. 


But, if they kept their mouths shut about the Great 
Game, then there was always a chance for them to get back 
in. He had to know what Sciari’s shadow handlers were 
telling him. Of course those were the ones they had to fear 
the most. One could end up on the wrong side of an airlock 
Or a muzzle and the ‘authorities’ would call it suicide. 
Levoisier did not know his own status, if truth be known. He 
knew about things that could put him in a bad position, like 
out there in the jungle with two holes in the back of his 
head. There was no way he could have stuffed enough 
ballot boxes to beat the fisherman Orama. He had built up 
too many bad feelings in the islands and it was time for him 
to go. His sponsors either did not splash enough money 
around, or several key people stopped taking it - it didn’t 
matter. He was on the outside again trying to work his way 
back in. From his first day in office, the fisherman began 
firing nearly everyone he had the authority to fire. He was 
making life uncomfortable and uncertain for the rest by his 
new policies. 


Sciari was having another harrowing day trying to fill 
more and more vacated positions. This consulate or that 
one kept on him about their windows being smashed or 
their limousines being scratched or defaced. There were 
marchers three people deep outside their enclaves day and 
night. The police had taken off their badges and were 
marching with the protestors. Soldiers and bureaucrats were 
walking with signs saying, “Do the Right Thing” and 
“Apologies and Restitution”. Like all protestors dissatisfied 
with their government, they did not really know at whom to 
aim their anger and frustration. What was most ironic was 
the source of their disgruntlement was that they were not 
being treated with respect on an equal basis with others, yet 
every day in their jobs they exploited and extorted their 
neighbors with the same disdain. That government 
employees were smashing things like five year olds only 


gave more credence to their state of arrested development. 
The protestors in the New Settlements did not have that 
problem because they did not have a government. Their 
enemy was easier to identify. The action they took was 
peaceful and simple. Sciari accessed the communication 
from his old friend Levoisier with a heavy sigh. He was 
comforted they were not each suffering alone. 


Levoisier appeared on the viewer. “Monsieur Sciari, my 
old friend! It has been a long time, non? | must apologize for 
being such a poor correspondent, but alas the pressures of 
the office, eh? | see that you have your own unfortunate 
pressures, and perhaps via the same agent that has brought 
me so low at this time. Your message identified the culprit if 
| remember. As you can see from the news nets, our Mr. Van 
Leeuwan and friends have been very, very busy and | can 
tell you that the powers that be are not happy at all.” The 
Governor told the viewer to pause. This only made Sciari 
cringe even more. He was very aware that they were not 
happy with him, but they also told him to hold firm. What 
was he to do? As he got out of his large leather chair he 
said, “Resume message.” Levoisier continued, “Alas, we 
both have problems do we not? Perhaps we can help each 
other as we did in the old days, n’est pas? | am presently, as 
they say, at /Jarge? | cannot be one of those sad politicians 
who haunt the news nets. | must keep busy. | won’t be 
complaining about how | am the real President of French 
Polynesia or how my opponent cheated me.” 


“Pause message,” Said Sciari as he stopped to look out 
the window. He remembered how many times Levoisier had 
saved him. He also remembered how in each occasion he let 
Maurice talk him into some risky and/or forbidden venture 
that required them to be saved. Like it or not, Levoisier had 
never failed to bail him out and he needed bailing out. He 
probably would not have come this far without him. He just 


did not know what it would cost this time. He said, “Resume 
message.” Now Levoisier got down to business. “What you 
need right now is a friend by your side, Fabrizio. | am going 
to be that friend and advisor when so many in your 
government are ‘bailing out’ as the Americans say. | do have 
experience with this Van Leeuwan character. | will be 
bringing you some of your favorite Italian wine and 
delicacies along with some wonderful cognac. Oh, | forgot to 
tell you that | already have my passage booked on the PD 
Normandie |eaving tomorrow afternoon. | hope you still have 
plenty of room in the Governor’s mansion? It will be so 
wonderful to see you and work with you once again! | am at 
your service mon ami!” Well, he didn’t really give me a 
chance to say yes or no, thought Governor Sciari, but then 
that was always the way with Maurice. Typhoon Maurice he 
was Called, or was that because of that debacle in the 
islands where the clean-up was worse than the original 
disaster? It was hard to keep it all straight these days. He 
wandered whether he would still be governor when his 
friend arrived. Checking his next scheduled appointment he 
thought perfect. This day just gets better and better. 


Commander Kynaston did not like waiting and when his 
scheduled time came with Governor Sciari, he just barged 
through the doors without being announced. In his role, he 
wore civilian clothes but dressed well in his London tailored 
resistance suits. He had ambitions of his own and 
everything lately seemed to be tearing at them like rabid 
dogs. “Governor Sciari, what are you planning to do about 
the unrest in the Nations’ Treaty Sector? The people doing 
the damage out there are largely in your chain of command. 
Do you have any reliable people left in Security? If this gets 
much worse, we will have to call in JSO troops, and nobody 
wants that.” The Governor told the Commander, “I am 
reprocessing everyone’s files in the senior leadership and 
offering pay incentives both temporary and permanent. I’m 


looking for the best people to move up so | can move the 
more timid to the side or out. You know this is only targeted 
at government workers right? They are not angry for the 
usual reasons, like they and their unions need more money. 
We pay them plenty of money, but now they have far fewer 
places to spend it or have to wait in longer lines.” 


Kynaston said, “Yes, yes, but are you doing it fast 
enough? Why don’t you just issue an order that all 
government workers get priority service?” Sciari was getting 
angry now. “Do you know what you are saying? If | do that 
the government workers might be happy for a while, but 
then everyone else will really be upset - like the taxpayers! 
They will turn on all of us!” Kynaston was unmoved, “So 
what if the taxpayers are upset. They are always upset 
about something, but they all know one thing - they need 
us.” The Governor took a deep breath, took out his pipe and 
started preparing it. After lighting it he took a few puffs and 
said, “Commander, do they really? All they have to do is 
spend some time in the Frontier tubes to know that is not 
true. And not just in the tubes. Van Leeuwan is going to 
develop the surface from here to his oil fields while 
interconnecting other tubes along the way. When that 
happens we will be only an afterthought.” This only angered 
Commander Kynaston, “Nonsense! Those people need us to 
lead them. If we do not, there will be only chaos. They will 
start tearing themselves apart in no time. First it will be over 
claims, then it will be over whose courts they have to use, 
or some other thing. This is what people do!” Sciari was ina 
very Zen mood today. This conversation with Kynaston was 
not progressing to any logical end. “Commander, perhaps 
we should return to the beginning. What specifically is the 
nature of your visit here today?” 


The Commander calmed slightly, “It is as | asked 
initially, what are you going to do about the unrest?” After 


another puff of his pipe, Fabrizio said, “Well, if it were up to 
me, | would apologize and pay the reparations to the 
families and to VLC. It seems that would end that chapter 
very efficiently and show a great deal of good faith. | don’t 
represent the JSO or vice-versa. In fact who do they report 
to?” Kynaston ignored the Governor’s last question and said, 
“The rest of the Nations’ Treaty Council will never approve 
either an apology or reparations.” Fabrizio replied, 
“Commander, I’m well aware of that and | promise you | am 
being apprised hourly of all developments. | doubt you 
believed we would resolve this here on the spot and | am 
thankful for your input. And one last thing, | also do not 
appreciate this sector for which | am responsible, as open 
ground for military vehicles where | am not involved.” To the 
Shock and surprise of both Kynaston and Sciari, the 
Commander had been handled and dismissed rather adeptly 
by the Governor. 


Chapter Twenty-Six: Know Your 
Enemy 


The Governor called in his administrative assistant. 
“Sophia, | wish to issue a decree from the Office of the 
Governor General, Nations’ Treaty Sector, Mars, April 19, 
137. The decree must read as follows. Due to the present 
state of unrest within the sector and annexes, a State of 
Emergency has been declared. As such, all powers are 
devolved to the Office of the Governor General and as such 
the Governor Fabrizio Sciari assumes command of the 
physical and financial resources of this Sector until the next 
session of the signers per the bylaws of the Nations’ Treaty. 
This State of Emergency is to take effect immediately.” His 
administrative assistant, Sophia, had never seen the 
Governor act so decisively. 


“First order of business, Sophia, please issue this 
statement,” continued Fabrizio, “On behalf of the Nations’ 
Treaty Sector and her residents therein, | wish to extend our 
deepest apologies to the crew of the Philo T. Farnsworth, 
their families, the Mars Frontier Council, and to the Van 
Leeuwan Corporation for the terrible way the crew were 
treated. We agree to pay the reparations and compensation 
as outlined by the demands of the Mars Frontier Council. 
Such payments will be made through the Mars Frontier 
Council from our government offices before close of 
business tomorrow.” Sophia who had been secretly seething 
at all of this nonsense was now openly smiling as she wrote 
it all out on the official stationary. The Governor said, 
“Sophia, you must remember to issue the order of State of 
Emergency first. Wait for one hour then release the 
statement of settlement. Time and date everything and run 


them by me first. We want to make sure everything is legal. 
The settlement offer will not be legal unless it goes last.” 


Commander Kynaston was in his vehicle in transit back 
to the Equatorial Military Reserve where he was bunking. 
The news nets announced the Governor’s State of 
Emergency and he was so excited he laughed and yelled 
aloud inside the pod. Later on in the Officer’s Dining Room 
he was told of Governor Sciara’s first order. He nearly threw 
his iced cream sundae across the room. Van Leeuwan, 
finally back in his office-suite, heard the announcement and 
was surprised someone had actually come to their senses. 
The boycott worked, but would it stop or continue with the 
trial now on the table? Folks were pretty hopped up about 
the pirates, but he preferred it play out in the courtroom. He 
felt the Mars Frontier Council should offer something in good 
faith in response like calling off the boycott. There was no 
active resistance yet to those men being in custody along 
with repossession of the Kanenobu-Maru and the Nakamura 
Maru. They would gain a lot of legitimacy by treating the 
incidents as separate. In anticipation of his election as 
Chairman of the Mars Frontier Council, perhaps he should 
issue a statement/proposal as part of a ‘campaign speech’. 
This way the statement could go out earlier and he would 
take sole responsibility. 


The next morning, the news nets were all abuzz about 
the government capitulation or ‘giving in to terrorists’. The 
alternative media kept driving home the fact that those in 
the New Settlements had the right to trade with whomever 
they felt like - that was a basic right of all human beings. 
Just how was refusal to trade being equated to terrorism, 
exactly? Why offer cogent argument when you can just 
apply labels and call people bad names? There was no 
violence against anyone in the government sector other 
than the careful selection of customers on philosophical 


grounds, i.e. not violence. Trevor did plan to be present 
along with Thornton to receive the official apology and 
reparations. Governor Sciari did not want to quibble over the 
location; he just wanted to get this over with. They met 
ahead of the Governor’s deadline at 1:00 PM at the 
Pathfinder Ballroomwhere the governor handed over the 
charity loot plus letters made out individually to each of the 
crew. In addition there was a letter for Trevor Van Leeuwan 
and a check for VLC. The Governor made a brief statement 
of apology once again on behalf of himself as representative 
and others who were still unidentified or would not step 
forward. 


Trevor thanked the Governor for his show of good faith. 
“We wish to thank the Governor here today. He took a big 
step toward the restoration of peace and calm. As many of 
you know, | have been nominated as the new Chairman of 
the Mars Frontier Council. AS a member of good standing for 
many years | would like to appeal to my fellows on the 
Council and in the New Settlements. Though we all know 
that the Governor himself was not the instigator of this 
abuse of our neighbors, he did what was required to end this 
conflict honorably. | recommend that we end our boycott at 
this time as a reflection of our good faith. The happenings at 
Viking Center are not directly related to this incident so | say 
we should separate them. Let’s let justice for the alleged 
pirates be determined by logical process, not mayhem by 
anyone on either side.” Cheering went up inside the 
ballroom, though not everyone in attendance found this turn 
of events so exhilarating. Commander Kynaston could only 
imagine what his superiors back on Earth would be thinking 
less than twenty minutes from now. 


Commander Kynaston had spent the morning trying to 
arrange visits with each of the alleged pirates. In truth, he 
had recruited most of them and knew all of them very well. 


He had their dossiers so he knew even a few things about 
them they would like to have forgotten. He knew all of their 
strengths and weaknesses intimately which was why he was 
puzzled at the resistance he was getting. From what little he 
managed to glean from the few who did see him he learned 
a few things. Nearly all of them had been visited by a lawyer 
-- and many more than once. There was a scattering of 
family members who lived on Mars but probably had no idea 
what their loved ones really did for a living. Then there was 
one visitor who showed up time and again to see many of 
the detainees. The name was General Jiemba Campbell. The 
Commander did not know a lot about this General, but 
thought it was about time that he dug into his background. 
Was he a ‘team player’ or loose cannon? 


Arthur Kynaston was not the sharpest tool in the shed, 
but he had been around long enough to know that people 
did not always get to where they were without someone 
pulling the strings for them. There were many ways to 
accomplish this which included bribery, blackmail, appeal to 
the ego, or just finding like-minded sociopathic personalities 
who would fall right in with the program. The schools were 
prime hunting grounds for those who could be groomed for 
academia, politics, business, banking or whatever slot 
needed to be filled now or in the future. The people there 
were inexperienced, easily influenced, flattered, or 
intimidated. Arthur Kynaston always wondered if his 
appointment to Dartmouth was on the up and up. He 
thought there were several more qualified to get into the 
Royal Naval College than he. There were several in his class 
washing out who he thought better as well. He did what he 
did because he liked the work and he liked the benefits. He 
was putting away a tidy fortune and had no real qualms 
about it. The Rhodes Scholarships were definitely a proving 
ground for the ‘natural rulers’ of humanity. Early massive 
financial backing of candidates too wet behind the ears to 


know they were being ‘prepared for service’ would jump 
right in. Once they had that pin notifying people they were a 
member of the House of Representatives, all kinds of doors 
opened to them and people literally got out of their path. 
Lawyers who could not put two sentences together or hedge 
fund managers with no experience in finance operated 
freely with little public scrutiny. Malcolm Aldrich Ill was one 
of the exceptions. He was very astute at business and 
technology, but he was utterly ruthless about taking those 
things from others nefariously when they had scooped him. 
He was a modern day John D. Rockefeller. Sir Richard 
Marchand was definitely one of the entitled hereditary elite 
(as they liked to think of themselves). His family went all the 
way back to King John. The American Ambassador to 
Germany, Conan Detrick, clearly had a lifetime of 
government contracts steered his way. All he had to do, for 
the most part, was provide cushy parking spaces for others 
who were temporarily or permanently disgraced. 
Commander Kynaston was wondering where General Jiemba 
Campbell fit in. 


Unbeknownst to ex-President Maurice Levoisier, there 
were two other distinguished passengers on the PD (Plasma 
Drive) Normandie. He did not realize this until he saw them 
both at the Captain’s table the first week of his passage. 
Conan Detrick had been recalled to Washington, D.C. and 
for unexplained reasons reappointed as Ambassador to 
Mars. It was the quickest confirmation in U.S. history. 
Malcolm Aldrich Ill, it was rumored, had made a few calls 
and made it happen. And now they were together on the 
Normandie. This was only the third round trip voyage of the 
Normandie between Earth and Mars. She was the newest 
and greatest asset to the fleet of Norwegian luxury liners. 
Her basic design was similar to that of the plasma drivers 
for cargo, but built mostly for passengers. The rotating 
habitat portion of working and living space was greatly 


expanded. Reactors and engines were scaled up to match 
the living and recreation spaces. Five radially placed decks 
of rooms were distributed in a long tube centered and 
spinning about the axis of the ship. The room levels were 
placed far enough away from the central axis of rotation to 
give them comparable and comfortable artificial gravity 
distributed about 1g. 


The H.G. Wells Room was one of the prime galley and 
ballrooms aboard the Normandie, situated on the outermost 
deck it gave some of the best views of surrounding space. 
The view, of course, was through the ballroom floor and the 
one transparent wall on the end of the structure. The views 
changed slowly as the cylinder rotated to maintain the 
illusion of gravity. There were two swimming pools with a 
few racquetball courts on the outer ring of the cylinder and 
all of the suites on the outside had transparent flooring in 
various parts of the living areas. These, naturally, netted the 
highest prices. Surprisingly, though every passenger had 
every possible view available to them through the network 
of cameras, it was still the ‘actual live view’ unaided by 
technology that brought a premium. Ex-President Levoisier 
was not going to interrupt either one of them at the 
Captain’s table. That would look desperate and pathetic. It 
was a good thing that the assembly voted for a year’s worth 
of travel vouchers for defeated assemblymen and 
presidents in that last term or he would not be here. He 
already knew he was worth less to them as a defeated 
candidate. Though French Polynesia did not generally hold 
great interest to them, he knew that Trevor Van Leeuwan 
did. French Polynesia was primary stomping grounds for him 
so he had hoped to make the best of it. He would postpone 
his ‘chance’ meeting until he had something of value to 
offer. Perhaps once he got to Mars and could start digging 
again, he would come up with something. He had heard 
General Campbell had transferred there so perhaps a 


reintroduction would prove fruitful. He did not know him 
very well, but that was to his benefit. They had some 
common ground having come from the same part of the 
world. It was good enough for a starting point. 


If Trevor’s great uncle Friedrich Reinhardt had wanted 
to make his mark on Mars, he certainly did at Mariner Point. 
About three quarters of a mile above the deep of Va/les 
Marineris and a quarter mile from the surface settlements of 
the Frontier was a large outcropping of rock called Mariner 
Point. Being one of the more intrepid of the early explorers 
of the area, uncle Friedrich liked to climb the walls of the 
canyons. He basically pioneered rock climbing on Mars, 
modifying the suits and equipment he used and inventing 
new aids. He had spent a lot of time up and down the valley, 
but this point became special to him. He had camped out 
many times there absorbing the views at sunrise or sunset. 
He knew that most people would never get this view without 
becoming rock climbers unless he did something to help 
them along. Standing in the main dining room of the Mariner 
Point Inn, Trevor still found it difficult to grasp just what a 
monumental project this had been. All of the materials had 
to be lifted via cable from the valley floor three quarters of a 
mile below or from the rim, over a quarter of a mile above. 
It took almost four years, but his uncle’s determination and 
drive made it happen. Slowly the hotel, dining rooms, and 
other facilities took shape. Down below, there were 
glimmers as this or that piece of glass or steel was moved 
into place. Many of the transparent structural members 
used in current construction were invented as a means of 
satisfying his uncle’s vision of a nearly perfect view - a view 
so close to being in the open there was almost no 
discernable difference. 


The Van Leeuwans had their own cliff dwelling not far 
from here, but much easier to access. Though most lived 


below near their work, this was a nice getaway above. They 
had started an almost generational project to create luxury 
real estate in the sky. This was done via tunneling inside the 
valley wall rather than cabling supplies to specific points. 
Spaces for private residences were carved out of the cliff 
walls with living areas exposed to the canyon below not 
unlike a high rise building on Earth. For those living in the 
completely artificial environments of the lava tubes and 
tunnels, it was refreshing to see the actual sun in the sky, 
even if it was in partial vacuum. The Van Leeuwans built 
more dwellings for themselves or for development purposes 
and other’s copied the effort. Now, in addition to the still 
magnificent gondolas people took from the valley floor 
toMariner Point, there were elevator shafts all the way to the 
settlements below. There were paths between all of the 
individual dwellings and to Mariner Point. There were 
elevators to the surface, both for residents and ongoing 
construction. 


There was no real name for this very posh bit of Mars 
real estate. The people living there had not formed a formal 
community and referred to the whole area as Mariner Point. 
Many VLC employees had spent time there in one of a few 
company condominiums and at the surface park. They were 
given vouchers to stay there as part of the many 
performance incentive and reward programs instituted by 
the company. They lovingly referred to it as the Edgar Rice 
Burroughs. Tonight was the night VLC chose to have one of 
their impromptu company parties, so they were having it at 
Mariner Point Inn. Also invited were some of the personnel 
from Haruda Metals and a few other Frontier companies, the 
Governor, the Frontier Council, and others from the 
government sector as a gesture of good will. The party 
started early but would go late into the evening. Trevor 
always wanted as many to see one of those magnificent 
sunsets as possible, whether they had been here before or 


not. The Va/les Marinerisstretched for three thousand miles 
and was twice as wide as the Grand Canyon is long in 
places. It was carved by water billions of years ago and 
showed the many layers of her history. The way the sunrise 
or sunset brought out the various colors of the strata was 
something he thought everyone should experience. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven: Who Do You 
Serve? 


Van Leeuwan spotted his executive secretary Roberto 
chatting with his counterpart under Ms. Haruda - no doubt 
exchanging notes on the idiosyncrasies of their respective 
bosses. Some members of the Philo T. Farnsworth crew were 
chatting with the Governor. Captain Micolau Quintana and 
his First Officer Karolina Lyyke were among them. Those two 
were good natured, but firm where they discussed the 
nature of authority. The Governor didn’t stand a chance. The 
Governor asked, puzzled, “So there’s something | don’t 
understand. Why did you not submit to questioning by the 
JSO when you were out in the Belt? Would that not have 
avoided a lot of problems?” Micolau said, “I think the answer 
to your question lies within it. Why do you use the word 
‘Submit’? Why should anyone automatically submit to 
anyone else? | had no idea what this Major Sun’s intentions 
were in boarding my ship and | had no prior agreements 
with him.” 


Karolina took a shot, “So, Governor, how did you 
become Governor? Did everyone in your sector submit to 
you?” The Governor waded in a bit further, “Well, they voted 
for their council members and the council members voted 
for me to be rotating Governor.” Ms. Lyyke continued, “So, 
no one actually voted for you directly. And did all of those 
Councilors’ constituents vote for them?” Governor Sciari 
said, “No, of course not. It is the majority who vote for their 
Councilor.” Captain Quintana continued, “Did everyone vote 
in their constituency? What about the people who stayed 
home? That probably means there was no majority right? 
How many took part in the elections?” Sciari was getting 
more uncomfortable now. “Last time we had almost 50% 


turn out, si, si, 50%.” Quintana then asked, “So, if slightly 
more than half voted for a councilor of the slightly less who 
showed up, then that is roughly 25% support for each 
Councilor, non? | mean, that is far from a majority. What if 
even more candidates show up?” The Governor said, “Well, 
in that case, it is the person with the most votes - a plurality 
of the votes.” Ms. Lyyke said, “So we could be down to 1/3 
of % or less who show up to vote. That’s a long way from a 
consensus. And that person’s vote could decide if you are 
Governor or not.” Governor Sciari said, “Well that is the 
System. It cannot be changed.” 


Captain Quintana quietly said, “On my ship, | am in 
nearly absolute command. This is because the entire crew 
made this commitment, in full and from the start. | said 
nearly, because | also have bounds to my authority. | cannot 
force crewmen to do something excessively or unnecessarily 
dangerous, for example. We all signed on, fully conscious of 
where the authorities existed.” Ms. Lyyke went on, 
“Governor, | would suggest that you reflect a while on the 
nature of this System of yours. There are a lot of 
assumptions and bypasses built in to it. Such as this illusion 
that those in your sector have a choice over who is running 
their lives, those JSO goons who abducted us, or you 
thwarting the inaction of your fellow councilors by declaring 
a State of Emergency.” Quintana said, “Granted, we are all 
grateful you sliced the Gordian Knot for us, but explanation 
of how we got to that situation leaves a lot to be desired. 
Many people think we should’ve ‘cooperated’ with Major 
Sun. We had no relationship with the JSO and the trouble 
had passed by the time he sought to ‘help us.” 


This was not one of the typical boorish cocktail parties 
Governor Sciari was expected to attend throughout his 
career. Perhaps he should have gotten out of his office more 
over the years. “With regard to the Gordian Knot, perhaps | 


did that out of more selfish reasons. If you must know, | was 
getting more bullying and pressure where | was than 
anything applied by the New Settlements.” Trevor had 
stopped eavesdropping and had moved to this circle. He 
asked the Governor, “So what was the reaction of your 
constituents after you made your announcement?” Sciari 
smiled, “Oh, they were very happy! We received many 
positive messages and are still receiving them.” Trevor 
continued, “But you mentioned a lot of bullying. There must 
be those who are unhappy with you.” The Governor thought 
perhaps he might have had too much champagne too early, 
but offered, “Well, there was one very unpleasant man who 
met with me right before | ‘pulled the trigger’ as you 
Americans say. His name is Kynaston - Commander Arthur 
Kynaston of Space Force - UK, | believe. You might say he 
provided me with inspiration,” laughed the Governor. 


Trevor did not let on that he knew who Commander 
Kynaston was or that he was also an MI6 man, or that he 
had had a very revealing conversation with all of them in 
London. “I think | have heard that name,” was all he would 
say. “Well he seemed to know you and had a very great 
problem with people like you ‘and your kind’ or something 
to that effect,” added the somewhat tipsy Governor. Van 
Leeuwan egged Sciari on, “So, did he think we should all be 
dealt with properly and that you were not up to the job?” 
The Governor sobered slightly, “I don’t really Know what he 
thought except that people other than you and the Mars 
Frontier Council had no business being in charge of 
anything. And there was something about people needing a 
stronger, wiser hand to guide them. After the business with 
your crew, there was no telling what might happen next, 
maybe armed troops and tear gas or worse. Cleaning up the 
mess would cost far more than a few justifiable reparations, 
and nobody would get hurt or killed. That’s why | did what | 
did. Why make an Olympus Mons out of a Stromboli, eh?” 


Van Leeuwan grabbed another glass of truth elixir from 
the cocktail tray and handed it to the Governor. He was 
drinking out of reflex now. Trevor’s two pilots were standing 
by fixated; watching their boss work. “So Fabrizio, you say 
you have been getting a lot of static from your colleagues or 
your betters? Are these the people the Commander alluded 
to who should be running the Solar System?” The Governor 
was catatonic for a few seconds. “From every level you can 
imagine. You would not believe how many back seat drivers 
| have,” laughed Sciari. Van Leeuwan thought he was about 
to get more than he had bargained for. “My betters, you 
say? My colleagues? Let me tell you something lo amico!” 
slurred the Governor as he propped himself up with Trevor’s 
shoulder. “Let me tell you something in private,” he said as 
he waved his pointing finger around at everyone. “You 
remember that nasty virus we had; the tunnel fever, they 
called it, five years ago?” No one could forget it. Most of 
Mars was disrupted for months. A bit too loudly, Governor 
Sciari said, “I was on the Council then!” and placed his 
finger over his lips as a silencing gesture. “Week after week 
we had meetings discussing what to do, how to get supplies, 
equipment, personnel, what to test for, how to test for it, did 
a test even exist...do you think my esteemed colleagues 
had any answers? Do you think Earth had any answers? Non 
c’é modo!" 


Fabrizio tried to stand up straight while smoothing out 
his tunic and ceremonial ribbon. “If it were not for the New 
Settlements, this entire colony would be set back a 
generation. You, los amicos, are the ones who did not panic 
or lose your heads. On the Frontier there was planning, 
there were supplies and extra equipment and plans for 
volume production with more and tremendous innovation. 
The Frontier supplied us with the trained people and 
volunteers, the tools, masks, gloves, face shields, the 
temporary hospitals, respirators, defibrillators or whatever 


we needed. No, my friend, | had to sit in meetings full of 
politicians and experts all afraid to make a decision that 
might make them look bad, including me. It is easy to hide 
in that situation and all kinds of reasons not to help the 
people you are supposed to help. By the time they had any 
kind of plan ready, the crisis was already over.” There was 
an awkward silence as the Governor looked off into space 
slurping some more champagne. “No, it is not over for me 
my friends. More people are coming who want to fix 
everything they think is broken. My friend Maurice Levoisier 
has invited himself to ‘help me’. There is the new 
ambassador from America and an industrialist, a Mr. Aldrich 
who wants to sell me military equipment or some such.” 


Though he felt a bit guilty about winding up Sciari on 
champagne, Van Leeuwan was getting a wealth of 
information out of the Governor this evening. Conan Detrick, 
U.S. Ambassador to Mars? Malcolm Aldrich Ill, coming here? 
He usually avoided Mars like the plague regardless of how 
much money he made there. And then there was Levoisier 
who could never be completely ignored because he knew a 
lot of people in low places as well as high. Maurice could put 
all of his time toward any kind of chicanery nowadays and 
had even more motivation to do it. He sent a note to the 
concierge to keep an eye on the Governor and to reserve a 
room for him. When it looked like he might pass out, or 
actually did pass out, to have a couple of stewards take him 
to his room for a rest. A VLC security man came over and 
motioned him away from the group He said his goodbyes 
and followed. The security man scanned Trevor’s viewer 
transferring the confidential message to his device. 


Van Leeuwan found an alcove in one of the corridors 
where he could peruse the message. Space Operations had 
high confidence they knew the identities of the other two 
plasma drive engines in lunar orbit. There was additional 


information regarding the happenings North West of 
Olympus Mons. One of the plasma drivers they thought to 
be the Morgenster owned by a well-known wildcatter and 
entrepreneur by the name of Bas Van Gelder. Van Gelder 
had been yet another victim of banditry many months ago 
and Van Leeuwan kicked himself for not remembering to 
Suggest it to Space Operations. The two Dutchmen were 
competitors In a way but perhaps partners in the future. VLC 
had discovered oil on Mars from which to extract hydrogen, 
methane, or carbon to make fuel, plastics, batteries, etc. 
But Van Gelder and his team had been harvesting their own 
hydrocarbons on Titan for about five years now. Some said 
he was mad and others said he was a genius though no one 
knew just what he was yet. 


Bas Van Gelder was, in fact, the first victim of an extra- 
terrestrial train robbery known by human beings. His 
operation on Titan consisted of pumping liquid methane and 
ethane from the oceans of it that exist there at the surface. 
Titan itself has mountains of water ice from which to extract 
oxygen and hydrogen. Nuclear reactors provide all of the 
energy for oxygen extraction and life support. The surface 
temperature of Titan is very close to that of liquid oxygen, 
so storing it is not a problem. For the people working on 
Titan, really what they need are cold weather survival suits 
and oxygen. The atmospheric pressure is adequate to work 
in and the gas is mostly nitrogen. Gravity on Titan is low, 
comparable to the Moon so the energy required to launch 
tankers full of methane, ethane, or liquid oxygen is not so 
great as on Mars or Earth. The tankers are launched into 
orbit around Titan until an adequate number are ready for 
transport to the inner solar system. In orbit, the tankers are 
connected like cars in a train, only they are in several lines 
not just one. When the position of Titan about Jupiter is right 
to give the train added momentum toward the center of the 
solar system, then chemical rockets are fired to break out of 


orbit. The plasma engine(s) accelerate the train further 
toward their final destination. It was on one of these inward 
trips just inside the asteroid belt that Van Gelder’s train was 
hijacked and his crew off-loaded. There were two engines in 
that train and both were taken. 


As soon as Van Gelder’s Titan scheme became known, 
Van Leeuwan wanted to be part of it. Van Gelder knew he 
was on to something big, however, and kept everything 
close to the vest. He had put up a lot of money himself with 
just a few partners and he wanted to maintain control. Van 
Leeuwan could not help but admire the chutzpah it took to 
undertake such a venture and to do it on a shoestring. So 
months ago when Van Gelder came to him for help, he 
made sure to lay out the red carpet. Trevor did not know if 
Van Gelder was in the red or in the black, but he knew that 
losing those engines and all those tankers was a huge blow 
to his operation and profit margin. But, this was a business 
opportunity. Van Leeuwan knew the operation would be a 
winner and he knew Van Gelder was stubborn enough to 
make it work. He loaned two engines from his own fleet to 
Van Gelder along with the small number of tankers VLC 
could spare. He financed the purchase of new and used 
tankers to get Titan Fuels back to where she was, and 
maybe a little bit ahead. This he did for a 4% stake in the 
venture. Van Gelder did not like to lose even 4% of his 
company he had worked so hard to build, but he was 
extremely happy to know he could stay in business. 


Bas Van Gelder was somewhere in transit back to 
Jupiter and Titan, but his brother and business partner, Joost 
Van Gelder was here at the party tonight. Everyone who had 
been dealing with pirates and their losses was invited there 
in a preemptory celebration now that so many were in 
custody. (The party was not advertised that way of course.) 
Of the two brothers, it was fortuitous to have Joost here 


since he oversaw much of the shipping and traffic for Titan 
Fuels. Though he hated to disappear from the party, Trevor 
thought a short conclave with Joost and Furniko would be in 
order. He sent stewards to find Furniko Haruda, Joost Van 
Gelder, and James Ka’aukai and ask them to meet him in 
Conference Room 201 back in the hotel. He was waiting for 
them as they filed in. When they were all seated, he said, 
“Sorry to interrupt your party but there were just a couple of 
things | wanted to cover tonight. | promise we’ll be done 
before the fireworks start. They should be even bigger than 
the last time.” Syncing his viewer to the large screen in the 
room he gave the voice command to draw the shades. He 
doubted any of the partiers would wander down this 
hallway, but he did not want to give them a show. 


Trevor displayed the two plasma drive ships in lunar 
orbit one after the other, then side by side. Joost leaned 
forward in his chair then quickly bounced up to get closer to 
the big screen. He touched the screen in various places 
asking for magnification. He scrolled each of the images 
several times, magnifying various portions of them and 
changing their viewpoints. “The answer is yes. Yes! These 
two ships are the Morgenster and the Va/k - the one’s stolen 
by those pirates! Look here; you see for both ships they 
have retrofitted some kind of gun turrets, two topside and 
two below on each.” Van Leeuwan made Sure to interrupt, 
“Yes, | see that and it makes matters even more 
troublesome. Joost, do you know which pirates took your 
ships? Were they the same ones who took the Nakamura- 
Maru?” Van Gelder looked pissed, as he had a right to be 
and said, “No, | don’t know that they are the same that are 
in custody. They were never seen because they were in 
pressure suits and visored up. They jammed all of our 
broadcast frequencies while they boarded, then they took 
control of the ships and their log files. The only message to 
make it in was a distress signal, which I’m sure the pirates 


sent as a kind of cosmic joke before they turned off the 
transponder. They knew no one else had any way of helping 
us Out there.” Van Leeuwan turned to his Space Operations 
Manager and asked, “What do you think James? Is there a 
way we can positively identify these two ships as the 
Morgenster and Valk?” Scratching his head, Ka’aukai said, 
“Well, we all Know that the identification etched into the 
reactor core housing is the ultimate in ship identification. It 
is repeated on several other key structures in a ship and 
sometimes that has been used successfully in disputes.” 


Joost was still fixated on the large display. “So, where 
are my engines right now?” Trevor could not resist, “Hey, 
4% of those engines belong to me, Joost.” Van Gelder knew 
he was not being mean and let out a sigh and a phony 
laugh. “The latest is that they are still in orbit about the 
Moon. There has been no change in their status. They are 
there under some bizarre JSO identification purposely 
designed to keep everyone in the dark.” Ka’aukai added, 
“There’s one bit of added information here. Since we 
tracked these two drivers here, we have been monitoring 
their fuel situation. No one has been topping them off which 
is unusual for anything under a military designation. That 
means they are stuck there if they’ve run out of everything 
but fuel for attitude adjustment. They cannot break out of 
orbit right now.” Ms. Haruda chimed in, “Maybe they feel 
secure somehow. Maybe they do not feel anyone will as the 
Americans say, ‘challenge them on their home turf’? Still it 
seems risky for them not to be able to go at a moment’s 
notice.” 


Van Leeuwan dimmed the viewer and turned up the 
lights in the conference room. “OK. Let’s all step back fora 
bit and take stock of this situation. This piracy problem has 
been going on for about eight to ten years now? But it has 
really stepped up a notch in the last three or four years. 


Who are they targeting? Has there been a shakedown of an 
Earth-Mars liner? That would be a big score, but a lucrative 
one, no doubt. So who are the prime targets then? VLC has 
been hit once successfully and the second time the 
operation was thwarted. Haruda Metals has been both a 
victim of piracy and harassment by the JSO. | didn’t think 
you would mind if | let Joost in on that, Furniko.” She said, 
“No, | think we can speak about such things plainly here.” 
Joost broke in, “We have been shadowed and harassed by 
the JSO as well. You can probably imagine what we told 
them to do,” he laughed. “Then you had this largest heist 
which seriously affected your operations, and perhaps your 
Survival as anew company,” Trevor finished. 


Ka’aukai added, “Don’t forget Culloden MacGregor. | 
know that he has had people shadowing him off and on on 
Mars for the last few years. He manages to scare them off 
most of the time with that cannon of his, but it has become 
more of a nuisance for him.” Trevor said, "| hope that it 
doesn’t come to trading cannon fire, but | would not hold it 
against anyone who wants to arm themselves. We are very 
lucky no one has been killed in these raids yet. To get back 
to the point | was trying to make, just look at who the main 
targets are again. It is us in this room and others who are 
doing the exploration and development of Mars and other 
parts of the solar system. We see the apparent connections 
between the JSO and the pirates, but we don’t have names 
and motives yet. | have been approached, as has Furniko 
about some sort of consortium or take-over of the resources 
in the solar system. How about you or Bas, Joost? Your 
company is going to be a big player and you don’t have 
exclusive rights to Titan, but | never thought that was in 
your plan.” 


Joost said, “Yes, the politicians and the lobbyists, 
several of the big Earth defense and government 


contractors ping us from time to time, trying to get 
information or to ‘feel us out’, as they say. Then there is this 
‘legislation’ they keep talking about - some kind of super- 
annexation of the solar system ‘for all mankind’.” Van 
Leeuwan touched the side of his nose and said, “You’ve got 
it, Joost. My feeling is that this whole piracy scare is a tactic 
to justify some new vote or treaty to cut off future 
development of resources on Mars and in the Solar System 
at large. They will come in here like some sort of United 
Nations or U.S. Federals to tell us we do not know what we 
are doing with these resources and they must be taken 
away from us as if we were babies. My analogy has been the 
American Western States which contained massive amounts 
of oil, timber, minerals, water, grazing land, etc. Those lands 
were promised to the people of their states, but were never 
relinquished by the grabbing hands in Washington, D.C.” 


Furniko said, “| understand what Trevor is saying. The 
same thing happened when Australia, the Sahara, the Sinai 
and Arabian Peninsulas started to green and bloom. 
Suddenly the people who lived there could no longer make 
decisions about how to take advantage of it. It goes way 
back to the powers that be tanking the entire planet’s 
economy every ten years just to bail themselves out of their 
bad investments. Then they had the gall to claim they were 
doing it for everyone’s benefit as they stole the futures of 
other people’s children.” Joost continued, “We’ve shown that 
it is the individuals and small groups coming together in 
voluntary mutual ventures, not some top-down, one-size- 
fits-all plan that truly moves us all ahead. We live this on the 
Frontier every day and help each other for mutual benefit, 
not at the point of a gun. There must be a way to convince 
the brain dead electorate over there that they cannot sit idly 
by and watch as our rights are trampled.” 


Chapter Twenty-Eight: Marshalling 
the Troops 


Trevor said, “OK. | think we are all in violent agreement 
on that subject. | just wanted to double-check my thinking 
with all of you and to focus our attention. We will each 
branch out to our networks to emphasize the magnitude 
and imminence of this threat. | believe tightening up our 
evidence of JSO-slash-government involvement in these 
crimes must be pursued. It is a major arrow in our quiver for 
fighting this grand plan of theirs.” Ka’aukai said, “It would 
help the cause greatly if we could verify the identities of the 
Morgenster and Valk. | forgot to mention that if we have the 
radiation signatures it would greatly add to confirming their 
identities. Titan Fuels should have those signatures on 
record. Before we forget, there is the increased and puzzling 
activity North West of Olympus Mons which was why | 
pinged Mr. Van Leeuwan earlier this evening.” 


Joost spoke up, “Yes, we have the radiation signatures 
and they should be nearly identical for the two vessels. 
They were commissioned at nearly the same time and their 
fuel was from the same lot. Now what’s this about activity 
near Olympus Mons?” Ka’aukai said, “We had been 
monitoring the Northern Military Reserve but were catching 
activity out of the ‘peripheral vision’ of some of our 
satellites. We do have plans for two additional satellites in a 
few months, but for now we repurposed some to see just 
what was going on over there.” James had the lights down 
and showed the initial slides that Trevor and had already 
seen of the base and then the happenings farther east. New 
Slides and video showed an increased number of temporary 
camouflaged surface outbuildings near the sinkholes along 
with a portable nuclear generator that must have taken a 


Herculean effort to place out in the middle of nowhere. 
Slides showed several patches of camouflage netting to 
match the red Martian dust, but some side shots partially 
revealed what was underneath. Furniko asked, “What sort of 
equipment is that under the camouflage?” Ka’aukai said, “It 
appears to be ranging and tracking gear - radar, LIDAR, long 
range scopes, and some other pieces we have not 
identified. This one here,” he said, pointing at the viewer, 
“appears to be a very sensitive magnetometer.” Van 
Leeuwan broke in, “I believe what we are looking at is a test 
range of some kind. | wonder if we are looking at a new 
wonder weapon. James, what sort of activity are you seeing 
with regard to those faint blips of light?” Ka’aukai divided 
the large viewer into four and each one played video of a 
little constellation of faint lights moving at high velocities, 
engaged in sharp coordinated maneuvers. He continued, 
“Ah, yes. See here, we have more and more complex and 
very military movements. These have been taking place 
twice each day, morning and evening for the last week.” 


Sitting back in his chair, Van Leeuwan asked Ka’aukai, 
“Do you still believe they are vehicles of some type? 
Possibly drones as you mentioned before?” James said, “| 
do. No human being could survive those g forces, and that 
would explain the range-finding equipment. That does not 
mean they are not dangerous, however. We all know how 
deadly almost any drone can be. That’s why there are such 
stringent restrictions on their use - for those who abide by 
restrictions anyway. Just don’t ask me what makes them 
move, because there’s nothing | Know of that will do that 
except photographic trickery.” Joost said, “Speaking of 
abiding by their restrictions, | wonder if their taxpayers 
know what is going on out there where they said they had 
no right to be.” Van Leeuwan said, “James here believes 
there could be an underground connection all the way back 
to the Northern Military Reserve. If that is true, they have 


been spending a serious amount of money on something 
never authorized. We all know this is SOP, but their public 
has to be awakened periodically. I’d say we try to get 
positive ID on those two ships first. Are your original crews 
available right now Joost, and would they be in on 
something like that?” 


Joost instantly showed a big grin through his big bushy 
beard, then laughed heartily, “You bet your ass, I’m up for 
it! So are those two crews. It’s just too bad that I’m stuck 
here on Mars. It doesn’t mean | won't be able to join in to 
whatever degree the time lag allows. The crews are on Earth 
but can be at the Moon ASAP.” Van Leeuwan said, “Good, we 
have the VLC security teams on the Moon, the same ones 
we used to recover the Haruda Metals engine. | like the idea 
of adding the original crew members, or some of them 
because they know their ships best. They can also spot any 
modifications made by these intruders. Let’s not kid 
ourselves in all of the excitement though. If they are JSO 
personnel on those ships then we are dealing with trained 
killers. We can already see that the ships themselves are 
armed. Your crews have to be told all of the dangers before 
they sign on. The JSO have got to be as nervous as cats ina 
room full of rocking chairs right now. We do have a few 
advantages of our own, such as surprise and two successful 
counter-piracy raids under our belt.” 


More serious now, Joost said, “Trevor, | know this is not 
all fun and games. It is time to make a statement, though, | 
agree. Here is the contact information for each of the crew 
captains. They were due to go on another run, but | will 
have their schedules changed in case they agree to work 
with you. I’m not worried about it though. If you could see 
how they looked when they showed up without their cargo, 
you would understand.” Trevor replied, “I do understand 
because | have seen that look myself. Let’s get our people in 


touch over the next couple of days and see what they come 
up with for a plan. | think we are all done here for now. We 
don’t want to be party poopers; do we?” Furniko chimed in, 
"No we don’t boys! Let’s get back to the celebration!” 


The group dispersed and fanned out into the facility. 
Different music was playing in different rooms of Mariner 
Point. Food and drink were plentiful. Everyone was having a 
great time as the sun slowly set. Those who had never seen 
it before were enthralled and so were those who had many 
times before. Few people were able to see it every day 
without the aid of cameras. Even through two meters of 
water and some discrete optical coating the sunset was 
spectacular. Two hours later the fireworks were let loose 
from both the Mariner Point outcropping and the canyon rim 
above and though they were silent, it was a truly technical 
masterpiece. Seeing the show come off without a hitch, 
even Van Leeuwan relaxed for the rest of the evening. 


Standing in the shower in the Van Leeuwan cliff house, 
Trevor was pondering just how to get close enough to those 
two ships to actually board them and get what they needed. 
Surely they had some craft on the moon that were faster 
and more maneuverable than those two engines. The 
plasma engines were not made for fancy moves, they were 
made for those low but long burning engines and the 
massive power output of their nuclear power sources. Truth 
be told, he was worried about those guns. It was clear that 
the JSO had taken these ships as their own if they mounted 
four turrets on each one. He stepped out and ran the towel 
over his hair and dried himself off. There was something 
niggling at his brain about a Russian Cold War scheme to 
mount a gun on a Satellite. This gun had no turret at all, and 
the entire spacecraft would have to turn just to aim it. It 
made him wonder what they were thinking or did the 
paranoia just take complete control of them? 


Dressed, hair combed and making breakfast, Trevor 
connected his viewer to the larger one on the wall. “Viewer, 
display Morgenster and Valk.” The viewer slowly cycled 
through each of the angles of each of the vessels. As he 
whipped up some fried eggs on toast he watched the 
images go by, nearly burning his eggs in the process. Taking 
a sip of some strong Santa Barbara coffee, he had an idea. 
“Computer, note each of the turrets, how many types are 
there.” The computer instantly replied, “There are two types 
of turret on each vessel. Each vessel has a rail gun aft on 
the top port side and a standard gun forward on the top 
starboard side. On opposite corners on opposite sides are a 
rail gun and a standard gun such that in each of the four 
directions of plane of the vessel there is one of each type.” 
Van Leeuwan then asked the computer, “From the images 
you have, can you tell me what is the maximum elevation 
each gun can attain above the plane of the deck in terms of 
angle?” Instantly the computer replied, “Each rail gun is 
limited to 75° above the deck. Each standard gun is limited 
to 85° above the deck.” After another satisfying swig of 
coffee, Trevor asked, “Now, show me the turret angle and 
rotation limits for avoiding the habitat or other vital areas of 
the ship.” The computer created a 3-D cloud in faint yellow 
about each turret showing where their fields of fire were 
without damaging the ship it was mounted to. Darker yellow 
were the overlapping fields of fire. The rest was a field of 
blue - where Van Leeuwan’s ships or commandos could 
approach without being fired upon. Oddly enough, the craft 
were pretty well covered, which he did not expect. These 
guys were military after all, he mused. He should not get all 
impressed with himself. At a minimum, they needed to be 
hit at the exact same time which would not be easy without 
detection. Having one of them alert the other was not 
something they wanted to deal with at the last minute. He 
needed a few people in different places on the moon to 
track these guys from the ground. Their attitude in orbit 


would be critical for both the approach and the attack. 
Approaching them from the direction least likely to get you 
shot was probably a good thing. In a final frenzy of 
creativity; Van Leeuwan pumped out some ideas on how to 
make the approach ships safer for his teams. Trevor 
summarized these considerations in a message and sent it 
off to the Moon to his security coordinator in Armstrong City. 
There would be more considerations and resources to come, 
but this was all he had to get started. Van Leeuwan knew it 
was that getting started part that was often the problem for 
people. Once they got into it, the ideas always flowed. 


Next, Trevor put through a call to the Mariner Point Inn. 
He asked the concierge if a suite had been made available 
for Governor Sciari and if he stayed there last night. The 
concierge replied yes to both questions and reported that 
the Governor was alternately nursing his hangover and 
sleeping. There was nothing to worry about because they 
were taking good care of him. With that out of the way, he 
called Ms. Haruda. “Hello, Furniko, this is Trevor. Nothing like 
hitting the ground running, is there?” He had noticed that 
she was exceptionally happy at the end of the evening as 
well. She also had a suite at the Mariner Point Inn rather 
than make the trip back so late. She was nothing like the 
Governor, however - she was a lady. “Yes, Trevor, what can | 
do for you?” “Madam, could you tell me what metal 
fabricators you have on the Moon?” There was a short 
silence as she got her thoughts together. “Yes. We have 
fabricators at Armstrong City, Mare Frigoris, Agassiz, Mare 
Nubium, and Gesner in the Sea of Tranquility. |'ll send you 
the contact information. Is there something they can do for 
you?” Trevor said, “If your fabricators on the Moon are 
anything like the ones you have on Mars, I’m sure there is 
much they can do. | need some modifications to some ships, 
but | need to specify the ships first. I’ll find out who is 


closest to whom, ok?” Furniko, still a little bit sleepy said, 
“OK. Van Leeuwan-San, just let me know. Bye-bye.” 


Trevor decided that things were happening a bit too 
fast. He was pushing people a bit too hard, once again. He 
needed to take some time out to clear his head. Today 
might be a good day to climb up to the rim of the valley. He 
finished his breakfast and put his dishes in the sterilizer 
then went off to go take stock of his climbing equipment. 
Wearing his suits at 1.4 g most of the time and Mars at 0.38 
g meant that he was not lacking in strength for the climb. It 
did not matter though because terminal velocity with little 
or no atmosphere might as well be infinity. Three quarters of 
a mile was a long way down. Strength was great, but he still 
had to know what he was doing. He had been climbing on 
Earth quite a lot so he still had the moves. He left the usual 
messages, telling people where he was going and what time 
he expected to be back. After getting everything together, 
pressure Suit, back pack, oxygen, helmet, ropes, gloves and 
other gear he headed to the airlock at the side of his house 
in the sky. 


He headed up the chimney near the rear of his abode 
where he liked to start his way up. Along the way he found a 
few new hand and foot holds, maybe even making the trip 
shorter, though some of the holds were a bit tenuous. After 
a while he was sweating inside his suit and breathing hard, 
despite the low gravity. Climbing on Mars was not the same 
as on Earth. On Earth, your vision was not impaired like this. 
He had the suit cameras and could switch to those, but it 
wasn’t the same as looking directly. The chimney opened up 
wider and went farther into the face of the canyon as he 
went higher. There were a few outcroppings where he could 
stop and take in the views which he never tired of. The 
computer inside his suit stated the time and he thought he 
was doing pretty well. Edging his way up the last ten meters 


he could see a little dust drifting from the go-cart tracks 
above. But then it was not all dust. Some of it was gravel 
and rocks falling down, bouncing off his suit, backpack, and 
helmet. Usually people were a lot more prudent about 
getting this close to the edge where there was no railing. 
Someone was being a wise ass and Van Leeuwan was 
starting to get pissed off. Then a bigger rock hit his helmet 
almost knocking him off the wall. He dug his fingers into 
some cracks to make sure his grip was good as he worked 
upward the last few meters. Then a larger rock hit the side 
of the cliff right next to his face plate. It finally dawned on 
Trevor that some idiot was actually trying to kill him. 


He moved sideways to a familiar place where he knew 
he could move that way then up faster than he could here. 
Maybe he would catch him by surprise. He made it upward 
nearly to the surface when he felt a boot on one hand 
stomping. He withdrew his hand quickly and stuck his 
fingers into a crack to hold on. He tried his other hand and 
got it stomped on. Whoever it was realized he was not going 
to reach him with his foot and grabbed a rock, dropping it on 
his head. It bounced between his face shield and the cliff 
and dropped onto his chest. Wiggling a bit, the rock dropped 
and bounced down the chute toward the open cliff face and 
the Valles Marineris below. Through the corner of his eye, he 
could see a crack in his face plate. He had plenty of air fora 
tiny fissure like that, but if it split open he would be dead in 
less than a minute. The man or woman above must have 
been off looking for a bigger rock to finish him off. He was 
halfway over the edge when the person in the pressure suit 
came over with a large rock, probably to crush his helmet 
and kick him over the side. 


The person walking over had a little too much forward 
momentum for when Trevor kicked himself up and over, he 
tripped the mystery killer whose legs stopped but upper 


body clutching the rock kept moving forward. With Trevor 
Striking his/her legs, he/she flipped feet up behind spinning 
end over end into the notch in the side of the valley. 
Desperately the attempted assassin grabbed at the scree at 
the bottom of the notch but kept sliding downward toward 
the open face. Trevor had put his head up only high enough 
to catch his attacker disappearing over the side of the 
canyon toward the valley over a mile below. Next he heard a 
loud tick, tick, tick sound of something about to break. He 
tore open his waist pack for a patch, ripped off the cover for 
the adhesive, and smacked it against the crack in his face 
Shield holding it tightly. He could feel the heat from the 
exothermic reaction of the adhesive so he knew it was 
working. It would seal, and the helmet would stay together 
long enough for him to get inside somewhere. Almost no 
one was around. There were people way over by the go- 
carts and some more at the observation deck - which 
included a railing -- offset from the very edge. The only sign 
that anyone been there at all was a drone and its controller 
there on the ground. It did not appear to belong to anyone 
else, so he picked them up as he moved quickly toward the 
airlocks over by the go-carts. 


Van Leeuwan was shaking a bit as he made his way 
inside the airlock. He double and triple checked that the lock 
had reached one atmosphere, even though there were 
others going through with him. He was halfway down the 
elevator before he took off his helmet. Others noticed the 
smell from the adhesive and after seeing his faceplate 
patted him on the shoulders saying he was one lucky SOB. 
He made his way to the concessions and found a table in 
the back to regain his composure. After having a well- 
deserved beer, he made his way down through Edgar Rice 
Burroughs to his family getaway. 


Once inside, he put the drone and controller down, 
quickly stripped off his pressure suit, underwear, and flung 
himself into the shower. Somebody is getting really serious 
now, Trevor thought. They actually tried to assassinate me. 
He spent a long time under the water taking deep breaths, 
glad to be alive. He had to find out who the person was. This 
wasn’t like Yosemite where the body would be found ina 
few hours. Almost no one would be coming by where that 
person dropped to his/her death. He dried off and dressed 
again in some of his favorite clothes, then fixed himself a 
big bacon cheeseburger for lunch. Linking the drone to the 
big viewer in his kitchen, he commanded that the drone 
video replay from start. The video started with what looked 
like MacGregor’s big self-contained prospecting rig out in 
the middle of nowhere. Starting from rather high up, the 
drone descended to where the rig was getting larger 
crawling slowly across the valley toward some alluvial fans. 
Stopped now, some large scoops on the front of the rig 
reached out to grab a good amount of the loose material in 
the wash of the fan. MacGregor was experienced and a 
damned genius at this work. His rolling laboratory could tell 
you the relative composition of every element in those 
scoops of dirt in about four hours. It was heated, dissolved, 
melted, run by this chromatograph or that ion separator and 
a report spit out into his database for future reference or for 
the claims office. It appeared in this case, that he might 
come back to this site. The next day a robotic arm drove 
large stakes bearing streaming flags in the area of ground 
he sampled. MacGregor was filing a claim. 


The next video was more disturbing. Van Leeuwan was 
shown at the Mars Frontier Council meeting and speaking. 
He was also shown at the Pathfinder Ballroom and Mariner 
Point. Finally, he was there on the side of the canyon slowly 
climbing up the side. His would be killer was using the drone 
to track his progress up the valley wall, so he/she could 


meet him at the top to do him in. He wondered, how did this 
person know he would be here? How did they know it was 
me? That was easy. His climbing gear had been 
photographed before at other events. He stuck out like a 
sore thumb. Someone had called one of his offices and they 
let whoever it was know what he was doing. Trevor and his 
associates had always talked about things like this 
happening, but experiencing it yourself was a whole 
different thing. 


He knew what he had to do. He called his security 
agency, Frontier Threat Management asking them to come 
to his home to start an investigation. He told them also 
through their secure communications about the body at the 
floor of the Valles Marineris below his condominium. He told 
them he had handled the drone and controller so they made 
a note of it. They told him to leave his pressure suit where 
he had taken it off and they would process it as evidence. 
The investigators took less than thirty minutes to reach his 
abode. Two of them sat with him in his kitchen while a third 
collected the evidence he spoke about. He told them who he 
had called to let them know he would be climbing, just in 
case. They would be questioned later, they said. They were 
very stoic, serious people. They were not accusatory, but 
guided the conversation in order to move the investigation 
as quickly as possible. Trevor would be notified to see if he 
could identify the body that had fallen from the cliff. It would 
be difficult, if not impossible, but he should gear himself up 
to try. 


Trevor was frank with the investigators about his likely 
rubbing several powerful people the wrong way through 
recent events and perhaps this was a motive. The 
investigators did not comment excessively, as was their 
nature not to influence events. They did say that thus far, it 
did not appear that he had violated any personal codes of 


conflict based upon his agreements with them and his 
insurance providers. He had helped to recover stolen 
property was all and worked with others who had made 
pledges very similar to his for how he acted in the 
community. If what he said was true, then he had only acted 
in his own self-defense regarding the rock climbing incident. 
They told him that he should not say anything more except 
to his advocate or to them if he chose. Statements made 
during or about an investigation could be used against him, 
so they advised caution. It was stated policy for Frontier 
Threat Management to not leak tawdry bits to the press. 
They would, however, make a public announcement 
regarding the finding of the body. Anyone who knew of a 
missing person who could possibly identify it should come 
forward. The body could be recovered for burial after all 
evidence was gathered. 


For understandable reasons, Van Leeuwan didn’t feel 
like staying in the condo that evening. He would return to 
his home-office suites below. Roberto called him and told 
him he had already spoken to the investigators. He had no 
recollection of anyone calling in search of him or asking 
where to find him that day. Trevor knew, of course, Roberto 
was the epitome of discretion. Trevor told him not to worry, 
though he was still apprehensive himself and that he was 
actually on his way back to the office suites. These people 
after him really were as nasty as he told everyone they 
were. When there were problems like this where he could do 
nothing but wait, Trevor liked to go back to his engineering 
roots for workable problems. His head went back to the 
problem of the assault on the Morgenster and Valk. Not 
exactly an engineering problem as much as a Survival 
problem. 


What ships did he have available? He had basic 
starship workhorses for short haul to orbit type jobs from 


Earth primarily. They had fuel to position themselves and 
maneuver around a heavy but armed plasma engine with 
almost no fuel. He was thinking of having Haruda’s 
fabricators make him some armor. The problem with armor 
is that it is so damned heavy if it is to do any good. These 
old spacecraft designs in the Sol System were never cut out 
to be flying tanks; as in panzers. He was back at the office 
now and he could really get into it. He thought let’s use the 
old reliable SpaceX type of starship. There should be some 
on Mars, but if not, bring them from Earth. Have the 
fabricators mount a big conical armor plate extending above 
and away from the top. It should look like a rocket with a 
conical hat suspended above the nose. Make sure that the 
fairing will still open and close with the gun retracted. Then 
mount a good sized gun axially, enough to take out their 
turrets but not blow up the ship. Place it on a sliding mount 
inside the payload section of the starship. Mount it so the 
gun and barrel will slide to the very top or forward end of 
the rocket. Make a hole in the armor a bit larger than the 
barrel so that the barrel may pass through it and move 
around in front of the armor. We’ll ask the security guys on 
the Moon how thick the plate should be, but we don’t want 
it too thick, the illusion might be enough, we don’t know. 
The point is we have the smallest possible profile for their 
guns to fire on if we keep the nose end of the starship 
pointed at them at all times. A smaller shield means less 
weight to haul. We also need a couple of doors for boarders 
to come out of the payload bay through the armor shield 
and descend on the target. The armor shield won't be a 
problem on the Moon because we don’t have to consider 
aerodynamics. Van Leeuwan wrote all of his ideas up and 
shot them to Joost Van Gelder and Ms. Haruda, along with 
his security teams on the Moon. 


Chapter Twenty-Nine: Call the 
Professionals 


When Trevor awoke the next morning in more familiar 
Surroundings, he felt a bit more like himself. He felt better 
until he got the call from the investigator. A badly mangled 
body in a pressure suit had been recovered approximately 
where Trevor told them they would find it. They searched for 
less than forty-five minutes. The body was available for 
possible identification at a morgue in the New Settlements. 
He was given the address and time to be there where the 
investigator would meet him. Upon arriving at the morgue, 
Van Leeuwan took a big gulp of air and walked into the cool 
storage area with the investigator, Mr. Channing. The body 
was on an examination table and Trevor was guided to it 
where the medical examiner raised the sheet. The body was 
not in as bad of shape as he thought it might be. The 
depressurization had done far less damage than the great 
fall had. The suit, by trying to stay rigid, did its job 
protecting the limbs until it gave out. The helmet protected 
the head and face well enough for him to identify him. 
Trevor stood back a bit and asked, “Mr. Channing, could | 
borrow your sunglasses briefly?” The investigator was a bit 
confused, but complied. Van Leeuwan opened the stems 
and hovered the dark glasses in front of the eyes of the 
corpse as he looked down the length of his arm. “Yes, Mr. 
Channing, | Know who this man was. His name is Francois 
Lévéque.” 


The examiner raised the sheet back over the body. 
Inspector Channing told him, “I think we are done here,” as 
he raised his recorder in front of Trevor he asked, “So, Mr. 
Van Leeuwan you are making a positive identification 
today?” Trevor replied, “Yes sir. | am 95% sure, given the 


damage to the body, that this person was known as Francois 
Lévéque. He was a close associate of the former President 
of French Polynesia, Maurice Levoisier. | have seen them 
together many times at various public functions.” Mr. 
Channing said, “Thank you Mr. Van Leeuwan for your input. 
End of Van Leeuwan identification session.” Channing’s 
notes were always uploaded real time into the company 
database plus an escrow database. People finally got tired of 
cops and prosecutors altering or making up evidence to suit 
their own purposes so the market made that much more 
difficult. Business owners were also much savvier about 
their security logs to make sure that possible evidence on 
their end was not tampered with. 


Walking out of the morgue, Mr. Channing said, “So, Mr. 
Van Leeuwan, do you have time to discuss this Mr. Levéque 
this morning? There is a little coffee shop right over there.” 
Trevor said, “Certainly, there’s no time like the present.” 
They walked across the pathway to a small shop which still 
had their “Do not Serve” sign with the listing of non- 
desirables on display. A young waitress came over to take 
their orders and Trevor said, “Could you bring me a double- 
mocha, no whipped cream please, and I'll have one of those 
breakfast sandwiches, ham and eggs with cheese on an 
English muffin.” The investigator said, “Just a large coffee, 
the largest you have, with two creams and two sugars, 
thanks.” Waiting for the waitress to leave, the investigator 
continued, “Van Leeuwan interview #1 on Francois Lévéque. 
So what do you know of this unfortunate victim of 
deceleration trauma?” Trevor was playing with the salt and 
pepper shakers, sliding them from side to side. Taking a 
deep breath and letting it out, he said, “Francois Leévéque 
and Maurice Levoisier were almost joined at the hip for 
years, it seemed. There are all kinds of stories about him 
and | never bothered to see which ones were true. Some 
said he was ex French Foreign Legion, gone private merc, 


gone independent operator. Others said he came up through 
some European organized crime syndicate, starting in the 
festering suburbs of Paris, or maybe smuggling through 
Marseilles. When Levoisier showed up in French Polynesia, 
Lévéque was there with him, though not all the time at first. 
He floated back and forth between Europe and Polynesia. It 
always seemed to me that Levoisier was using Lévéque and 
vice-versa for an aggressive climb up the ladder.” 


The waitress brought over their coffee and Trevor’s 
breakfast. Not having eaten breakfast, and thankfully so 
with having to make a trip to the morgue, he dug into his 
sandwich. Mr. Channing had let the recorder run while he 
was formulating his next question. “All right then, we have 
rumors about him. What are your personal impressions of 
him or knowledge about him?” Trevor thought for a second 
as he swallowed some more of his sandwich. “I think 
Levoisier liked having him by his side to make him look 
tough. It never really worked on me, but now that | think 
about it, several people who had or could possibly have 
made trouble for the President mysteriously disappeared or 
died in tragic freak accidents. When | was in Berlin for the 
big conference, | could have sworn that someone was tailing 
me. It’s a big city though. | thought | was just being 
paranoid at the time. 


You know Levoisier just lost his office as President. He is 
not going to be appointed to anything even ceremonial in 
French Polynesia, so he’s done there. If Levéque had hoped 
to hitch his wagon to a star, then that is no longer Levoisier. 
| would bet that Levéque had a lot more imagination than 
his old boss, and probably had several masters at once if he 
was truly an independent contractor. Or maybe he was as 
desperate as Levoisier to get back in the game and picked 
out a trophy he thought would do that for him? | was told by 
the Governor that his old friend Levoisier is en route to Mars 


as we speak - perhaps for that same purpose.” Mr. 
Channing said, “I see that you do not have a lot of direct 
knowledge concerning Mr. Leévéque. What you've said is 
mostly speculation, but that can be useful also. We need to 
speak with the man’s known associates to get his frame of 
mind or some passing remarks he may have made. It is not 
evidence, but it could point to a conspiracy.” 


Van Leeuwan asked, “Are you going to announce that 
you have found and identified a body?” Mr. Channing said, 
“Now that we have identification, we will run the DNA 
against the known databases. If this man had a government 
clearance then he should be there under one name or 
another. We need to make an announcement as soon as we 
have a positive ID for any next of kin out there.” Trevor said, 
“Thanks, | appreciate the heads-up on that.” Channing 
replied, “Of course, we do not want anyone put in danger. 
You may not have to go so far as Surrounding yourself with 
private security, but just increase your situational 
awareness a few notches. That’s my advice on that.” Van 
Leeuwan continued, “I am surprised that you have not 
asked me who | thought might want me dead.” The 
investigator replied, “Well, we have only just started here. | 
was going to get to that, but now that you have brought it 
up yourself, was there something you wished to share with 
us?” 


The waitress took their dishes away and brought them 
two new large coffees. They changed locations to a booth 
farther back into the shop. Almost everyone was ‘outside’ 
under the artificial sky rather than under a roof. Having 
dealt with Frontier Threat Management for decades, he 
knew these guys were top notch professionals, unlike their 
Earth-Moon political cop counterparts. So Van Leeuwan filled 
him in on the meeting he had in Berlin with the veiled 
threats, the allusions to the possibility of unlimited wealth if 


he would ‘play along’. He enlightened the investigator on 
the ongoing intrusions and intimidation tactics toward 
others on the Frontier and similar offers to what he received 
in Berlin. He indicated that the JSO and more nebulous 
forces were perhaps combining their efforts in harassment 
and piracy as a form of intimidation. In Van Leeuwan’s mind, 
these were all relevant factors that could be different 
elements and motivations for this particular crime in order 
for someone to commit other crimes. Channing took all of 
this in personally while his machine recorded. There were no 
odd looks on his face, no eye-rolling or outward skepticism. 
Van Leeuwan thought if he looked up the word ‘stoic’ on his 
viewer he would see a picture of Mr. Channing. He took in all 
of the information and when Trevor paused, he asked, “All 
right. Is that all you have to say on this case for the 
present?” Trevor sat back laying his head back on the 
leather booth seat looking up. He had a bit of a buzz going 
from the coffee. “Yes sir. | believe that covers it for now. I’m 
sure plenty of people think they have a good motive or that 
they might be ‘protecting the people’ by taking me out. 
That’s as much as! can say.” Channing said, “Well sir, you 
have given us plenty to chew on for the time being. We will 
need to get some more associates on this one - it might be 
our biggest case ever before it is over.” The waitress came 
back with separate checks as they had requested. No one 
wanted even the hint of bias here. Trevor left a few micro- 
ingot cards of osmium for the waitress and Channing did the 
same. 


There was no arbitrary authority here to cut off 
different avenues of investigation on the grounds that it 
might embarrass a person or persons politically connected 
or reward that person putting up the roadblocks. There were 
no interlopers swooping in to ‘take over’ the investigation 
from some ‘higher level’. On the Frontier, a crime was a 
crime and it did not matter who the perpetrator was. A 


crime for the average guy in the street was still a crime for 
someone far more ‘connected’. This was the prevailing 
philosophy. There were no local, regional, or national gate 
keepers intermixed with honest investigators trying to solve 
real crimes. However, no one had ever tested Frontier 
practices to their limits. 


Chapter Thirty: A Plan Comes 
Together 


Van Leeuwan did feel better now that he had given the 
official investigation a more complete picture, though he 
was a bit apprehensive about what direction it would go. He 
was much less worried about being accused of murder. On a 
personal level he still felt pretty sick about it, even if it was 
self-defense. It made him question whether boarding those 
Ships in lunar orbit was still the right thing. It’s funny how 
enthusiastic people can be planning such things without 
considering negative outcomes. And worse, how reluctant 
are some to end those plans when disaster is all but 
assured? He was back in his office reviewing his messages. 
He had heard back from Haruda, Van Gelder, and his 
security team in Armstrong City. He did not have the 
starships on the Moon presently, but several from Earth 
were available. Van Gelder’s crews were still there, so they 
could come up on his ships. He still needed to come up with 
the gun, and Earth was the best place to procure one. It was 
looking again like they would start their mission from the 
Haruda Yards at Armstrong City. But he was getting ahead 
of himself. The plan was all in his head; not reviewed or 
even walked through by the rest of the team. 


Paging back through his messages, Trevor grabbed the 
one from Sergeant Fisher from the lunar security team. She 
was enthusiastic about the plan and had some of her own 
details to add. She went through a number of gun options 
and settled on a newer rail gun. It was lighter than many 
older designs but could accommodate a heavier generator 
to drive it. The problem with rail guns is that they require a 
lot of power to fire them. The alternative was the standard 
gun whose power was contained in each cartridge. There 


was a nifty new Gatling gun made by the Israelis she 
thought would be good for those who did not have much 
experience. Her recommendation there was to have the 
computer do the aiming and firing while maintaining 
attitude control for the spacecraft. There would be 
considerable recoil. The gun emplacements on the ships 
being cantilever mounted over the sides was a bonus in 
terms of avoiding damage to the ship directly. Projectiles 
could pass right through them without danger of 
penetrating sensitive areas of the ships themselves. He put 
the information together on the Gatling gun model number, 
mounting options, controller and accessories in with a catch 
up message to Meghan in Taha’a so she could set her 
bloodhounds loose. She could tentatively make the 
arrangements to put Van Gelder’s crew together with the 
craft and the machine guns. It wasn’t any weirder than any 
other request he had given her. He sent everyone a 
message to arrange a meeting in the next 24 to 48 hours to 
create a final plan for the assault. 


Early the next morning from their offices in the New 
Settlements, Frontier Threat Management announced the 
finding of the body below Mariner’s Point and identification 
of the body as one Francois Lévéque lately of French 
Polynesia by way of Franco-Germany, Earth. The 
announcement stated that the body was identified by one 
eyewitness and through DNA databases. The man in 
question was being examined as part of one ongoing 
investigation, but family members were encouraged to 
contact their offices regarding arrangements. The story did 
not make much of a splash on Mars other than with a few of 
Trevor’s close friends (before he gave them the details) who 
knew that he had been climbing above the vicinity where 
the body was found. This event was a bit unusual; but the 
residents of Mars had become somewhat inured to such 
stories. After a couple of hundred years, and a decent 


amount of technical progress, they still knew what a very 
dangerous place this was. 


Some took a sick delight and schadenfreude with 
stories such as those about the late Francois Lévéque; 
particularly the news nets for the Earth-Mars liners. 
Passengers on the PD Normandie were no exception to their 
cruelty. The closer to Mars, the more Mars stories were put 
through their channels. Levoisier had never been to Mars, so 
there was even more trepidation for him in this whole trip. 
That was bad enough, now his part-time side kick and 
hatchet man was dead and he without a clue. For sure, the 
news nets were never going to get him an answer because 
they never did. It was an odd, ignominious way for Levéque 
to go. Levoisier wondered what he had been involved in. It 
wasn’t anything he’d sent him to do. Lévéque had seen 
Levoisier’s future in the cards long before the election; 
spending more and more time on other projects. They had a 
funny arrangement. Each explored side projects; sometimes 
involving the other if any panned out to their mutual 
benefit. He wondered if he would be questioned on arrival. 


The two most disturbed about the story on the PD 
Normandie were the President and CEO of Berkeley Arms, 
Malcolm Aldrich Ill and the American Ambassador Conan 
Detrick. They were racking their brains if they could be 
connected to Mr. Lévéque. Why be connected to someone 
so pedestrian? The unflappable Malcolm Aldrich Ill actually 
looked like he was sweating. It was a long shot whether they 
had anything to worry about. It wasn’t like dead bodies had 
never turned up in their wakes before. After their meeting in 
Berlin, they wanted to know more about this Trevor Van 
Leeuwan; see if he had any easy weaknesses. They asked 
Sir Richard if he could recommend anyone to follow him 
around for a while. He suggested Francois Lévéque. Never 
having engaged a ‘boots on the ground’ person directly, 


they had no idea what they were doing. Regarding 
uncooperative people in the past, they made a few remarks 
to key lawyers and that was it. Here they had acted 
impetuously in the interest of cost, middlemen and 
expediency. Should they let Sir Richard know of their 
problem or hope it will go away? Had anyone seen them 
meet with the Frenchman? Malcolm Aldrich Ill was worried 
about who was examining the gunnery on those 
repossessed ships when he wouldn’t have given it a thought 
before. Van Leeuwan was getting inside his head. 


After a delayed back and forth with the Earth-Moon 
teams, they agreed on a plan of attack. Meghan worked 
miracles and secured delivery of the Gatling guns. Osmium 
ingots greased the wheels and got them moved to VLC, 
Tripoli where the flight crews were en route. The crews with 
the guns would blast off for the moon in thirteen hours. 
Haruda Metals, Sea of Tranquilitywas thought to be better 
for the modifications. Security teams were en route there. 
Final designs for the armor were finished and fabrication 
had begun. Mounting the guns and modifying the starships 
would be the last step. Brief training with the flight crews 
and assault teams was planned but not guaranteed. Meghan 
had arranged for VLC security team spotters along the flight 
path. High powered telescopes on the surface would relay 
the action if it could possibly aid their brothers in orbit or be 
useful later. 


Van Leeuwan, Haruda, and Van Gelder met at the VLC 
headquarters in the New Settlements on D-Day. Everything 
was in place. Tracks of the target vessels were dialed in to 
coordinate lift off from the Haruda Metals Yards and the 
countdown was running. Though Trevor could have 
eliminated the communication delay for himself, he opted to 
wait it out with his compatriots. The two starships had taken 
off five minutes ago to intercept, but they were watching 


the action as if it were live. There were still over two hours 
to go for an orbital alignment close enough to begin action. 
Everyone watched as the two craft accelerated away from 
the Sea of Tranquility sporting the strange looking hats 
above their nose cones. Meghan had arranged for ground 
observers over on both the day and night sides. Each was to 
determine the attitude of the target vessels and relay ittoa 
controller at VLC Security HQ in Armstrong City. The assault 
ships needed this information in order to adjust their 
attitudes for attack. 


In twenty-five minutes the assault ships were in stable 
low lunar orbits; lower, but not even with the target ships. 
Industry captains watched as the screen split showing the 
interior views of the payload area for each starship. Artificial 
lighting of the bay interior gave way to the stark white of 
the surface of the moon as one half of the faring opened to 
Space. This was in contrast to the black armor plating 
suspended outside the hulls of both. Red rotating lamps 
started at the top of each set of Gatling guns. The mounts 
moved forward as the multiple barrels disappeared through 
a carve-out in the shield. Computer displays modeling the 
starships popped up as the degrees of freedom for the 
barrels were tested. They covered a cone of fire of nearly 
one steradian. Cameras and sighting lasers were mounted 
with the barrels and on the surface of the shield for the 
pilots and gunners inside the pressure cabin and bridge. 
Additional team members would remain in the bay in 
pressure suits to deal with possible gun jams or ammunition 
loading. 


Trevor, Furniko, and Joost were impressed with the 
engineering going from sketches on a napkin to reality so 
quickly. Trevor said, “We have 3D scanning lasers to aid our 
sighting. For defensive and offensive reasons, we want to 
control the relative attitudes of the attacker and target.” 


With more than one hour to go, Van Leeuwan then 
proceeded to tell them how he was almost killed on his 
climbing outing and by whom. He told them that 
investigators may or may not be getting in touch with them. 
All agreed that the stakes were getting considerably higher. 
They listened as the ground observers sent in their data to 
the controller. Their 3D scanner data wasn’t so accurate at 
this distance, but it was helpful. The starship computers 
were digitally tied in with the ground observer data and 
their own 3D scanners. Attitude control was calculated to 
keep the dark disk of the armor always facing their target as 
well as maintaining the lowest cross-section. They could still 
be seen on radar, but computers monitored that while 
ground control relied on transponders. On board the 
Morgenster and Valk, it was just another lazy boring day. 
Command had put them on ice for the time being and there 
was no talk of being relieved. 


The Descartes was closing on the Morgenster while the 
Huygens had the Valk in sight. Neither target was aware of 
any threat. Sergeant Fisher, aboard the Descartes watched 
as her gunsights moved over the target. As the attitude 
control thrusters had stopped and the rear turret was in the 
center of the sight, she yelled “Fire!” to her gunner and over 
the comms to the Huygens. Tracers raced across the 
expanse smashing into the rear turrets of each of the ships. 
The crews of the Morgenster and Valk felt their vessels 
Shake wildly as they absorbed the momentum of armor 
piercing bullets. The attackers raked back and forth a few 
times before the order, “Cease fire, target second turret!” 
Both the Descartes and the Huygens targeted the second 
topside turret as planned. Fisher once again yelled, “Fire!” 
over the comms. Video from the ground observers saw 
chunks of the turrets spinning off into space and electrical 
lines sparking. 


The Morgenster was also rotating. The Huygens had 
moved up on the Va/k even as she was firing. This had been 
a last minute change by the leader of their security team, 
Sergeant ‘Aukai. He wanted to get in tight as a clenching 
move. He had his team poised in the cargo bay ready to go 
through the shield on his order. The Morgenster was using 
the momentum of the second turret strike and her attitude 
thrusters to rotate her 90+ degrees. The Descartes 
struggled to maintain the same view of the Morgenster in 
front of her, but the maneuver was too slow compared to a 
simple twist. The Morgenster was bringing her other set of 
guns to bear on the Descartes in a broadside. The Descartes 
guns were still focused on the rail gun in the rear, or where 
it would be when the ship turned over. Most of her was 
behind the shield, but not all. When both the cannon and 
rail gun had a shot at the Descartes, they fired. The 
Descartes fired at nearly the same time, hitting the rail gun 
mount repeatedly. A deadly rail gun projectile from the 
Morgenster flew past at thousands of miles per hour into 
space. The cannon projectile smashed into the edge of the 
Shield but the thrusters of the Descartes maintained a lock 
on the Morgenster. The gun had been programmed to take 
aim on the second turret ASAP after scoring the other hit. 
The last turret was taken out in a blaze of Gatling gun fire 
and tracers. 


Sergeant ‘Aukai looked at his rangefinder and gave the 
order to open the shield doors on either side of the gun. He 
took one side and his second took the other. Both fired their 
bolts into the Va/k outer decking with the boarding cable 
streaming out behind. With the cables tied to the Huygens, 
his men quickly streamed over to the Va/k with their 
equipment for boarding. By now both target ship crews were 
scrambling for defensive positions inside. Once the two 
teams had boarded, they disconnected the cables. Sergeant 
‘Aukai didn’t know what these guys considered battle 


stations, but he figured the rear reactor area as did Fisher 
before. He was going in at two points there and two points 
through the habitat. He placed charges on the outside 
plating of the rear corridors of the reactor. Simultaneously, 
holes were blown through the plating about eight to ten 
inches in diameter. Tracer fire came from one of the holes, 
but nothing from the other. His second jammed a fiber optic 
viewer into that hole as he threw a flash bang into his. He 
knew there wouldn’t be much bang, but maybe the flash 
would be enough. His opposite started enlarging the hole to 
get his men through. Another team had already moved to 
the rotating habitat. Sergeant ‘Aukai cut out about half the 
hole when more tracer fire erupted. He knew there were at 
most three people down there and tossed in a couple more 
flash bangs before he resumed cutting. There was no bang, 
but the flash should disorient them somewhat. By this time, 
the team from the other side had moved around with two of 
the bad guys tackled and zip tied; their exit blocked. When 
‘Aukai popped through the hole, the last man knew he was 
not going anywhere and raised his arms. His men were 
already sealing the holes in the hull plating from the inside. 


Two others elected to stay outside where they slowly 
made their way to the two remaining turrets opposite, 
travelling the distance on this side. As they moved, they 
hooked automated safety lines to the hull where possible. 
Once they ran the lines out, they remotely opened the 
hooks behind them to reel in the lines. As each reached 
their target, they were conveniently looking at the 
underside of their respective turret assemblies. Both placed 
a couple of shaped charges to where they might do the 
most damage. Scrambling back toward the center and 
clipping on to the hull they waited for the fireworks. Van 
Leeuwan et al were treated to a fantastic shower of sparks 
as they viewed the show relayed via the Huygens cameras. 


The sappers then moved to join their fellows infiltrating the 
habitat. 


The plan was to only board these two ships to get the 
ID verification showing they were property of Titan Fuels. 
Sergeant ‘Aukai had other ideas which might get him into 
big trouble, but he wasn’t thinking that far ahead. Maybe it 
had something to do with those big kids hijacking his 
sailboat when he was ten years old in Kauai. The 
crewmembers of the Va/k told him they could get in through 
certain airlocks because they had programmed in bypass 
codes. The plan was to enter at opposite airlocks, split, and 
fan out both directions through the habitat to cinch up 
whoever was left. Four of the security men and six crewmen 
grabbed onto the rungs of the habitat close to the airlock as 
it passed. The others waited for it to rotate another 180° 
before they jumped on. The crewmen punched in the codes 
on both sides on cue and pushed into the airlocks. Quickly 
they shut the outer door and punched in the override code. 
The airlock quickly came up to pressure, but no one 
removed their suits. Pushing through, they dove toward the 
floor to avoid any possible fire. 


Nobody was waiting on Sergeant ‘Aukai’s side of the 
habitat so they fanned out. On the other side, there was a 
brief exchange of gunfire but the three or four on the JSO 
team were lightly armed and gave up. No one was injured 
other than a few scrapes. The rest were cornered in the 
interior control center where they were calling outside for 
help. Their cry was cut off by the command center being 
overridden from auxiliary control in front of the reactors. 
The JSO was a long way from doing anything about it, as 
were any other lunar authorities. The word was out, though. 
The geekier types on the Moon who liked to watch and track 
orbiting vehicles had seen the explosions from the attack. 
The ones with even better telescopes were watching men 


on the outside of the spacecraft. Others had heard the open 
channel distress calls but it was done. The Va/k was now in 
the hands of her original crew and the VLC security team. 


Sergeant Fisher was In contact with Sergeant ‘Aukai’s 
team who she good naturedly chastised as being a show-off. 
“| don’t suppose you called a fuel truck so you can just fly 
that thing out of there did you, Sergeant?” The reply came 
quickly now, “Umm yeah, actually | did,” he said. This got 
her thinking as well. “Did you order enough for two of these 
bad boys?” ‘Aukai told the ground controllers who to contact 
to find out then told Fisher that the Va/k had been taken. 
She asked her crew about codes for the auxiliary control 
room and how to override. Since the ship had been stolen, 
the backdoor passwords still had highest priority unless they 
did a hell of a refurbishment. ‘Aukai said, “Sergeant Fisher, | 
believe we can accommodate you on that fuel, but us first,” 
he laughed. Her team had secured the reactors and 
captured four crewmen. Two of Van Gelder’s original 
crewmen were in Morgenster’s auxiliary control and in 
charge of the ship. 


Van Leeuwan, Haruda, and Van Gelder were both upset 
and excited by the teams exceeding their orders. Though 
the worst was over (by the delay), they were on the edges 
of their chairs. They didn’t know what was coming next, but 
they had a good idea. It was only a few minutes before they 
heard the call of VLC-TT-0131 coming to service the Valk. 
They were directed to proceed topping off her fuel and 
oxygen. Those remaining of Van Gelder’s Titan Fuels’ crews 
were with the tender, sad they missed all the action. The 
JSO crew from the Va/k was gathered together in their 
matching zip ties. Those on the Morgensterwere still at large 
in the habitat. Sergeant Fisher addressed both groups 
through the comms link, “After questioning several of you, 
we don’t believe that you muscle-head order-takers really 


understood what you were doing here. We’ll even overlook 
several of you taking shots at us. We hope you understand 
we are here to retrieve stolen property, namely the 
Morgenster and the Valk. Those are the vessels you’ve been 
squatting in for some time. We’ll leave your commanding 
officers documentary proof. Now, we’re leaving you with a 
choice. Number one, you can fulfill whatever twisted duty 
you feel you need to perform and be tried as pirates, or 
number two; we can drop you off at a safe undisclosed 
location to find your own way. By the way, for those of you 
on the Morgenster, we could fly her on automatic. So if you 
don’t want to be stuck with dehydrated rations on a long 
Space trip, you can surrender now. How many are for 
number one?” No one raised their hands. “Number two?” 
Everyone raised them. 


Descartes and Huygens had already retracted their 
guns and closed their fairings. Both the Va/k and Morgenster 
were fully fueled for breaking orbit with crews aboard 
running preflight checks. The starships moved down range a 
bit and jettisoned their shields. They had already picked out 
the next convenient landing spot on the Moon. The plasma 
engines had to wait for their precise place in lunar orbit in 
order to breakaway toward Mars or Earth. Which way 
depended on where the JSO pursuit craft were whether they 
could make either. Refueling takes time and the pursuit 
ships took advantage of it, adjusting their orbits or taking off 
directly from the surface. With the pursuers only eight 
minutes behind them in orbit, the two plasma engines 
launched into a trajectory for Mars. When Van Leeuwan and 
Haruda looked over at Joost Van Gelder they could have 
sworn there were tears in the gruff old Dutchman’s eyes. 


In less than an hour, news nets were full of videos 
showing a ‘pirate raid’ in lunar orbit. Never mind; there was 
no way to know what happened from selectively edited 


ground based amateur coverage. That didn’t stop 
government spin machines from ramping up full throttle. 
Politicians lamented their heroes had been attacked for no 
reason. The distress call was played for hours on end. More 
discerning people went through every second of every video 
angle from the ground over a longer timeline. They asked, 
“Yes, they fired first, but why would fragile lightly armed and 
armored craft go after those targets?” The next day, 
alternative media were given the location in Armstrong City 
where the JSO crews could be found. Maybe four of them 
were over the age of nineteen. None of them had anything 
bad to say about their abductors. One kid said he would be 
pissed too if he saw strangers cruising around in his ride. 
Gag orders were placed on all of them and they were 
shipped off to remote assignments. Alternative media were 
provided with video of the crews after they were captured, 
being fed and cared for by the ‘pirates’. Aside from their 
officers, they were laughing and joking and none seemed 
under duress. Ship’s ID numbers were supplied to the same 
media which was widely distributed but never commented 
on by any government spokesman. 


The PD Normandie was nearing the completion of her 
journey. The entire ship, like almost everywhere else in the 
solar system was abuzz with the ‘pirate attack’. Not much 
got people talking these days as this had. Everyone had his 
own theory. The only thing as big was the upcoming trial on 
Mars. There was no unanimity among the defendants. Five 
of them had already plead no contest but the rest were 
taking their chances. And now, Ambassador Detrick and 
Malcolm Aldrich Ill were watching two more ships being 
reclaimed in their own back yard. Especially galling were the 
commentators describing munitions from Berkeley Arms 
being taken apart by this impression of Don Quixote. From 
Earth-Moon to Mars to Jupiter, Trevor Van Leeuwan was 
some kind of new Robin Hood -- stealing from the 


unscrupulous and giving back to the people who worked for 
it in the first place. It was unconscionable. Malcolm was 
beginning to think Commander Kynaston and his boss Sir 
Richard were right. It was time for a stinging blow to make 
people remember who their superiors really were. The whole 
idea behind stealing those vessels in the first place was to 
advance their schedule and raise the fear level. Now it was 
all unraveling. 


Chapter Thirty-One: No Room at the 
Inn 


The Mars Frontier was definitely making the connection 
between government cabal and attacks on their livelihood. 
But that was what governments were; just small groups of 
men and women forcing you to pay them. Spontaneously, 
the signs went back up in the windows in the New 
Settlements. Government minions were increasingly being 
refused service. Cars were not being detailed, laundry was 
not getting done, and repairs were not being made. 
Surprisingly the shops in the government sector were 
joining in, and not just on Mars, but in various enclaves 
about the Earth-Moon and Mars. In those establishments, 
tips were collected in ingots or Bank of Copernicus notes. 
French Polynesia was a noted center for non-compliance. 
There was nothing anyone could do. Government employees 
were not a protected class - not everywhere. 


Two days later the PD Normandie was in orbit over 
Mars. She had arrived. Ex-president Levoisier ran into 
Ambassador Detrick and Malcolm Aldrich Ill only as they 
boarded the shuttle to the surface and Millikan Center. The 
meeting was cordial, though, as Levoisier had guessed, he 
had fallen a few notches in the pecking order and he was 
treated as such. Letting their snobbish attitude go, he 
pressed on. “I suggest that you and | meet on the ground 
once we are settled,” he said to them. “Oh, really? Now why 
is that?” asked Aldrich. “Il have some information I’m sure 
will interest you and your future plans.” Detrick was not in 
the best control of himself after their computer controlled 
fall through the thin atmosphere. “Of course we’ll meet you. 
We are staying at the Bradbury in the New Settlements. 
“Ambassador, I’m afraid they won’t let you stay there. Mr. 


Aldrich, yes, but not you.” Levoisier informed him. “What do 
you mean, won't let me?! I’m the Ambassador from the 
United States!” barked Detrick. “I’m afraid he’s right, 
Conan, they won’t serve your type there. You'll have to stay 
in the NASA dormitories.” Aldrich chuckled. “I’m sorry 
Ambassador, but I’m afraid you don’t understand the mood 
toward government employees on the Frontier,” said 
Levoisier. Detrick shouted, “I’m not a government 
employee, I’m the goddamned American Ambassador!” 
Malcolm Aldrich Ill looked at Detrick and said, “Conan, just 
look to see who signs your paycheck - | mean your official 
paycheck.” Levoisier jumped in, “Messieurs s’il vous plait, | 
may have a remedy. | will be staying with my friend, 
Governor Sciari in his official residence. I’m sure that he can 
accommodate all of us, non?” 


When the Ambassador, the CEO, and the ex-president 
arrived at Governor Sciari’s mansion, Fabrizio had all but 
forgotten about his old friend Levoisier inviting himself to 
stay. And now he had two other guests in tow. All of the best 
hotels where dignitaries stayed were on the Frontier. Now, 
the Hote/ Bradbury was suddenly undergoing renovations 
and could not take the new U.S. Ambassador to Mars or 
Malcolm Aldrich Ill. Since Earth governments thought so 
little of Mars, there were no such things as embassies, only 
consulates with no guest quarters. The three showed up 
extremely disheveled but were welcomed by the residence 
Staff. By the time the Governor returned home, Malcolm 
Aldrich Ill and Conan Detrick were drinking his brandy, 
smoking his cigars and playing nine-ball. Walking into his 
Spacious study, Governor Sciari said with undisguised 
crankiness, “Gentlemen, gentlemen, please make 
yourselves at home.” Levoisier was there, but did not look 
nearly as comfortable. 


Levoisier jumped up, half hugging and shaking his 
hand, “Fabrizio, my friend, it is so good to see you! | hope 
you do not mind, | brought some additional guests. In the 
current situation, you know how impossible it is for decent 
lodgings!” He replied, “Yes, yes! | just hope you all came in 
the rear entrance. You can see the picket marchers out 
there.” No one bothered to tell him that the limousine came 
Straight in the front entrance, American flag displayed 
prominently. “Gentlemen, my name is Fabrizio Sciari, | am 
the current Governor of this international sector, said Sciari 
as he met the others and shook their hands. “This is Mr. 
Malcolm Aldrich Ill, CEO of Berkeley Arms, and | am Conan 
Detrick, new U.S. Ambassador to Mars,” Detrick said. Sciari 
said, “Please relax, enjoy yourselves. Dinner will be at 8:00 
PM. No one else will be joining us. | must go upstairs to 
perform a few more duties and get ready for dinner.” 


When he came down for dinner, Sciari seemed less 
flustered. He seemed a bit friendlier. Seated in the smaller 
dining room, Sciari asked, “So gentlemen, | know why my 
friend Levoisier is here, may | ask what your business on 
Mars could be? I’m amazed at this new interest which 
requires a full-fledged Ambassador. And you, Mr. Aldrich, we 
know that Mars is the god of war, but are you here to arm 
the Red Planet?” Conan tried his diplomatic best, “Governor, 
my mission here is to help calm nerves and to alleviate 
some of the negative feelings we are sensing on the 
Frontier.” Malcolm jumped in, “I am here, not to sell arms, 
far from it. Having worked so closely with government while 
running a very private company, | felt | may be able to offer 
advice to those who are willing to take it seriously.” Detrick 
jumped in again, “Governor, your gesture to de-escalate the 
situation was a stroke of genius, | must say. | commend your 
actions!” Governor Sciari felt his bullshit detector going into 
the red. Being a politician himself, he could recognize all of 


the right words. “Gentlemen, we know that time is the best 
medicine for these situations. We must all keep our heads.” 


After a couple of glasses of wine, Levoisier decided it 
was time. “Gentlemen, this may or may not be news to you, 
but a Commander Kynaston of Space Force U.K. was 
arrested in the New Settlements late yesterday on 
conspiracy charges. This will kick it up a notch as the 
Americans say.” The Governor perked up a bit, “Commander 
Kynaston? Yes, he is a nasty little man who thought he could 
tell me how to do my job. | thought | had heard the last of 
him. | will say a prayer. They take justice seriously over 
there.” The Ambassador shot back, “This is absurd! They 
can’t arrest a fine patriot like Commander Kynaston. They 
have no jurisdiction!” Calmly the Governor asked, “Perhaps 
you are right Ambassador Detrick, but what jurisdiction 
allowed the abduction of the Farnsworth crew?” Conan 
Detrick sat back in his chair, taking another sip of the fine 
Italian wine Levoisier brought for his friend. “Why the 
government has jurisdiction, of course.” Sciari shook his 
head, “Come now, Ambassador, which government are you 
talking about? | know of no government that has jurisdiction 
on the Frontier. They have their own way of dealing with 
anti-social behavior. Do you know anything about Mars? If 
you are going to be Ambassador, you need to brush up on 
your history. If you like, | can show you the contracts we 
have with their security agencies.” 


Aldrich said, “It’s true Conan, they have actual 
contracts and they abide by them. They don’t just make up 
rules then decide whether or not they want to enforce them 
like we do. Over there, anyone can prosecute anyone 
provided they have a decent case. If the prosecutors or 
arbiters start to look biased either way, they are likely to go 
under. They might even have warrants out for you and me.” 
Sciari was taken aback by that statement, but did not show 


it. “The contracts provide for limited extradition for the 
worst offenders, but truthfully, they honor it far better than 
we do. Constantly | get interference from the Governing 
Council.” Levoisier asked, “Could the detainees be 
cooperating with the prosecutors? Out of all those 
defendants, there’s bound to be a few who would try to get 
a better deal.” This was exactly what Aldrich had been 
thinking. Several of the detainees had refused the lawyers 
he had sent to speak with them. He had no insiders at 
Frontier Threat Management or Viking Plaza and there was 
no way to bug their conversations. Perhaps there was a way 
to get at them through other prisoners. These folks were all 
hard core ex-military or ex cops. He never thought they’d 
crack. Kynaston was a fanatic, but Aldrich was even worried 
about him. 


The next morning Ambassador Detrick came 
downstairs to find Levoisier sitting by himself in the 
breakfast nook inhaling Sciari’s espresso and fidgeting. He 
was glued to the kitchen viewer with reporters going on 
about the body found recently below Mariner’s Point. They 
were reviewing the dead man’s association with the former 
president of French Polynesia and just what that relationship 
may have entailed. “Can you believe the lies they tell on the 
news nets?” pleaded Levoisier. “| know, Maurice, | know. | 
have been dealing with it ever since | became an 
ambassador, and before, at my confirmation hearings. So 
what if | aced out a few competitors for government 
contracts or some of their people met with unfortunate 
accidents? That’s just the way life happens.” Malcolm was 
not far behind and smiled to himself. He could not believe 
how naive or purposely delusional Conan Detrick could be 
after all these years. Had he truly drunk the Kool-Aid? It was 
difficult to tell. He said, “Gentlemen, shall we have some 
breakfast?” as he waived in the Governor’s cook. In a good 
mood, he felt his best strategy was to throw as much fuel as 


he could on this fire lit by Levoisier and Levéeque. The 
question was, could Maurice take the heat? 


Commander Kynaston was represented by Navy Legal 
Services. Malcolm Aldrich Ill was petitioning Sir Richard 
Marchand to add one of his people or preferably to replace 
the Royal Navy lawyer. He couldn’t chance Kynaston rolling 
on any of them. He asked if Sir Richard knew of Levéque’s 
mysterious death. Frontier Threat Management had been 
asking the New Settlements communities if Levéeque had 
appeared on any of their security video. No friends or next 
of kin had come forward and they were trying to learn more 
about his movements. The reply from Sir Richard came 
swiftly. He knew about Kynaston because the Commander 
was his man. He had made arrangements for the ‘right’ man 
from Navy Legal Services to take his case, so not to worry. 
What he should worry about was Léveque. Did he hire him 
through at least two cutouts as he was told, or did he go off 
half-cocked and engage him directly? And what for? Could 
anyone implicate them other than Levoisier? And what was 
he doing about the other defendants in this case? He 
wanted to know who they were talking to and what about. 


Three days later, the Royal Navy lawyer and two more 
that Aldrich hired were in custody at Viking Plaza on 
attempted bribery charges. Another of Malcolm’s hand- 
picked lawyers was under arrest for trying to smuggle 
communication devices. Frontier Threat Management 
released their names and photos so that they could arrange 
for representation and family visits. Prisons from the Earth 
to the Moon were filled with the howling laughter of 
inmates. Bar Associations on the Earth and Moon were 
apoplectic that their brethren could be sullied by a holding 
cell. Trevor wondered what the investigation had pieced 
together so far, but knew they could not say. He was trying 
to catch up with work after so many extra-curricular 


activities. The VLC refinery and processing stations were 
close to operational. They could start trucking product back 
to the New Settlements in another three weeks. 


Chapter Thirty-Iwo: The Smoking 
Gun 


Trevor called Director Ka’aukai at the Space Operations 
Center. He wanted to know if he had a plan for close 
surveillance of the new military playground NW of Olympus 
Mons. James told him everything was ready to go. They had 
the same curiosity he did and had picked out a collection of 
drones to infiltrate the site from their best estimates of what 
they would find. Van Leeuwan told him to launch when 
ready, and let him know of any developments. He wondered 
if there was some smoking gun out West that would aid the 
cause at all. The pirates were caught red handed, but what 
about those who put them up to it? There was open talk in 
the media now regarding annexation and Man’s Destiny in 
the stars. How could humans move forward without law and 
order? The resources of the solar system needed to be 
preserved and controlled by those with the expertise to 
make those decisions. This was not for an ungovernable 
rabble to decide. On and on it went. These people can 
barely manage to dress themselves in the morning, Trevor 
scorned. How are they going to be Masters of the Universe? 
He thought, they can vote for any damned thing they want, 
but that doesn’t make it valid. 


Some of the defendants opted for separate trials and so 
far, five plead nolo contendere. Those five were sentenced 
to four years hard labor. After being in the lock-up they 
learned a little about Frontier law. The hard /abor wasn’t 
exactly the same as on Earth where inmates were simply 
exploited. Hard labor on the Frontier meant working ona 
crew building out lava tubes or tunneling. It could mean 
working for VLC as a roughneck, or Haruda Metals welding 
or loading. The arbiters tried their best to get some 


restitution for the victims and add to the skills of the 
inmates. Inmates had gone on to create their own 
businesses in the New Settlements, largely because they 
were still wanted on Earth or the Moon, because their anti- 
social behavior was cured, or both. The remaining guys and 
gals being held for piracy likely thought they were still 
connected. 


Commander Kynaston was not having a good time in 
stir. Already his lawyer had been locked up and he 
wondered who they would send next. He had learned that 
sentences were not necessarily made harsher if one fought 
the charges but could be more lenient for testimony against 
a conspirator or bigger fish. He wondered which of his hand- 
picked men and women were flipping on him now. That 
business with the lawyers made the detectives suspicious 
there were others above giving orders. No doubt they were 
checking his connections with fellow detainees and more. 
What were his Dartmouth classmates thinking? He sent 
messages to Sir Richard but there were no replies - for 
plausible deniability? Of course, this op was as black as it 
could be until now. It did not matter. Sir Richard Marchand 
was Kynaston’s commanding officer so some of the mud 
would stick -- knighthood or no knighthood. Here he was 
again waiting in an interrogation room for the detectives. 
They were always so goddamned polite, which irritated him 
even more. 


Detective Conner got right down to business; asking 
questions about Kynaston’s duties which he flatly refused to 
answer on the grounds they were highly classified. The 
detectives showed no expression of approval or disapproval. 
Next, Conner lowered the lights in the room and punched 
some keys bringing up the large viewer. Kynaston saw 
himself on the screen, larger than life giving a pep talk 
reminiscent of a high school football coach to one of the 


pirate crews. The name plate of the Nakamura-Maru was 
partially covered with one version of a Jolly Roger flag. 
“Remember ladies and gentlemen, we are not in this 
business for the booty, though the ships we take will greatly 
improve and accelerate our mission. The prospectors and 
miners out there are tough. They can be damaged, but not 
intimidated. Our orders are to ratchet up the fear for those 
back home sitting on their sofas.” Detective Conner stopped 
the video. “So, Commander Kynaston, would you care to go 
into more detail on this speech? We have partial logs from 
three recovered vessels. Exchanges aboard them implicate 
you and a number of alleged pirates, as well as people 
above you giving orders and intelligence. Do you care to 
comment on that? Around here, we call that conspiracy plus 
aiding and abetting.” The Commander with no answers 
asked to be returned to his cell. 


Van Leeuwan was getting a flood of data now from the 
drones infiltrating the JSO facility NW of Olympus Mons. As 
promised, VLC Space Operations Center had drones of all 
types, some inside the habitable areas and others deeper 
into the complex. As he suspected there were entrances 
through the sink holes and via burrow or tunnel, the 
connections went all the way back to the Northern Military 
Reserve. Access was ample enough to move sizable 
equipment - such as service vehicles for spacecraft and 
tunnel boring rigs. His people had estimated at least two 
hundred personnel at the newer site. The drones were busy 
mapping and measuring everything they could get to. 
Already, VLC had an impressive computer model of the 
facility and none of their drones had been detected. The 
drones were camouflaged well and moved as much as 
possible behind and between other objects. This masked 
them from visual, infrared and motion sensors should they 
be present. They even hitchhiked on people, vehicles, or 
movable equipment to avoid detection. There were assay 


and scientific laboratories, machine shops, office or design 
areas, and what looked like large underground hangers 
containing several familiar and unfamiliar vehicles. Van 
Leeuwan figured they had been working on this for several 
years. 


The bugs were having limited success thus far in 
hacking the JSO systems. Being artificially intelligent, they 
anticipated the routines of the personnel; then managed to 
hitchhike or move in and out of the contained areas. In this 
fashion, they could shuttle data to their brothers outside 
who would relay it back to VLC. Odd encrypted 
transmissions were sometimes detected by JSO monitors, 
but they never originated from the same place twice. There 
was nothing more predictable than engineering meetings. 
They happened whether any advances had been made or 
not. The VLC flies on the wall could not hack in to the 
meeting logs yet, but they could observe, record and 
repeat. Video from the drones showed the large viewers in 
nice detail after moving a few times to eliminate glare. Two 
specific sets of meetings Trevor had locked onto were 
engineering development meetings and military strategy 
reviews. 


Some formulas displayed in a conference room looked 
familiar to Trevor, so he watched this and some related 
videos in their entirety. As he suspected, the wrong people 
were coming up with the right science. It was only a matter 
of time. Though he spotted several glaring errors, there was 
no mistaking that these were anti-gravity calculations. Video 
from tests done on models showed they were clearly 
utilizing what they had learned. They were stuck on several 
problems in that One, they could not sustain their fields, 
Two, the fields were quite weak considering the lift to weight 
ratios they would need, and Three, the materials they were 
using could not take the stresses required. Needless to say, 


the technology was impressive and could not be ignored; 
given that it was being developed in such an anti-social 
environment. This was a long term problem. 


In the short term, it appeared a substantial bit of 
military kit had been assembled both at this Camp X and at 
the Northern Military Reserve. There were many more 
missile equipped APCs, rooms full of tear gas and grenade 
launchers, automatic weapons, body armor, etc. for at least 
a thousand men and still cataloguing. How many soldiers 
were already here on Mars? The answer to that was 
imperative. The new Ambassador to Mars was really stirring 
things up, warning about vigilantism and chaos that was 
taking hold on Mars and throughout the solar system. At the 
same time, Governor Sciari was trying to calm everyone 
down. The government sector was still under his State of 
Emergency. Rapidly scanning through the military briefing, 
Van Leeuwan caught it. There was Sir Richard Marchand on 
the viewer giving a brief synopsis of the plan put forward 
from Earth. Upon the signing of legislation and Treaty 
annexing the solar system, troops were to move in to the 
Frontier and the New Settlements. They were to take hold of 
the VLC Drill Site #1, refinery and processors, Titan Fuels 
depots, the Nuclear Reactor Co-op and other vital facilities. 
He said the residents there would not take kindly to the 
enforcement of eminent domain. Most of them had side- 
arms or rifles and might resist. They were to be treated as 
terrorists if they opposed occupation. “And we especially 
need you to break out Commander Kynaston and our crews 
from Viking Plaza. | know you have all worked closely with 
this stout patriot for many months. And at the same time, 
he pulled double duty with your brothers and contractors.” 
Brief messages were played from the President of the 
United States, the Prime Ministers of Great Britain, Canada 
and Australia, the Chinese Premier and several others 
stating their whole-hearted backing. All of the order-takers 


in the room nodded and shouted, “Yes sir!” in unison, save 
one - General Jiemba Campbell. 


Van Leeuwan was thinking, this is really going to swell 
the case files over at Frontier Threat Management. That’s a 
lot of people for a conspiracy case. Now was the time to call 
an emergency meeting of the Mars Frontier Council. He 
buttoned up some of the most damning files and sent them 
via high priority channel to his security agency and the 
other attendees. A lot of people had a lot at stake and they 
would need to pool their resources, security/insurance firms, 
and personnel, where willing. 


Chapter Thirty-Three: The Opening 
Salvo 


By the time the Pirates’ Tria/ was due to begin, another 
six defendants changed their pleas to nolo contender and 
received their sentences. Surprisingly, Commander Arthur 
Kynaston was still hanging in there with a new Royal Navy 
lawyer. The lead prosecutor, Dawn Gallagher and her team 
were from Aris Associates of Leibniz retained by VLC, 
Haruda Metals, Titan Fuels, and individually by the crew 
members who were also victimized. She had a superb 
reputation, was educated at an excellent private university 
on Earth with law school in the New Settlements. This, 
though, was by far the biggest case she had ever tried. The 
arbiter was Heinrich Becker, a well-respected partner at 
Cydonia Decisions Inc. The jury selection was created from a 
pool chosen by Shima Deliberations. Lawyers for the 
defendants were apprehensive about arbitration and the 
whole scene, but this was the only path forward for their 
clients. They were given no guidance from their paymasters. 
The trial, as all trials on the Frontier, would be live 
streamed. 


“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” began Ms. 
Gallagher, “Il am here representing the crew members and 
owners of seven vessels who have been victims of piracy, 
assault, battery, kidnapping, criminal endangerment and 
conspiracy. The craft in question are the Nakamura-Maru, 
Kanenobu-Maru, Valk, Morgenster, Nome, Klondike, and the 
Philo T. Farnsworth. Many of us are no strangers to space 
travel, but many of us take it for granted that when we 
board say, the PD Normandie, we have very little to worry 
about. Imagine you are working in the outer reaches of the 
solar system with only your vessel to keep you alive. We ask 


that you picture yourself suddenly surrounded by heavily 
armed craft appearing in the inky blackness; a voice in your 
comms link telling you to surrender your ship and its cargo. 
A strange craft has docked with yours and faceless armed 
strangers pour aboard the craft which is both your home 
and your livelihood. Picture the terror of being set adrift in 
nothing but life pods, hoping that someone will hear your 
distress beacon and pluck you from the void. Or, you wake 
up ina shed somewhere with a bag over your head; your 
hands and feet tied. 


What if you were an entrepreneur working so far out on 
the edge that few banks or insurance companies will 
Support your venture or do it only at great cost? You are 
running on a shoestring with money borrowed from only 
those closest to you who trust you and believe in your 
vision. You desperately don’t want to let them or yourself 
down. What happens when a very large, valuable cargo 
along with significant capital equipment is lost to heartless 
thieves? Think of the terror your family members and 
friends endure as they are told contact has been lost with 
your ship. What if your stolen vessel was not only part of 
your business, but had deep personal meaning to you? We 
will prove that the defendants you see here in the 
courtroom today were active and enthusiastic participants in 
these crimes. We will show that their piracy was 
meticulously planned and supported by quasi-State actors 
who remain unindicted co-conspirators. We will demonstrate 
that this brutish, anti-social behavior was engaged in by the 
defendants without remorse or pity for their victims but only 
for their mercenary paychecks. Some were not as concerned 
with the money as by their Pavlovian desire to please their 
masters. | am sure that if you follow our case carefully and 
with an open mind, you will grant justice to these aggrieved 
victims. Thank you.” 


The lead prosecutor returned to her table. It appeared 
that even the Navy lawyer and the lead defense council 
were impressed by her statement but couldn’t show it. For 
the defense team, the leading attorney was another one of 
Malcolm Aldrich Ill’s picks. He chose Stephen Lynford Biddle 
Il, Harvard undergrad, Antonin Scalia Law School, clerked for 
Supreme Court Justice Alphonse Dimitri, former U.S. Federal 
prosecutor and a leading partner of Biddle, Biddle, and 
Lawson of Washington D.C. He had already made more than 
one motion challenging the jurisdiction of the court, but was 
shot down on each one. Another motion to change venue 
and move to a courtroom he was more familiar with (and 
could manipulate) was also shot down. He was not a happy 
Camper, but stood up and faced the jury. 


“Ladies and gentleman of the jury, good day to you,” 
he began slowly. “I stand here before you representing not 
piratesas the prosecution might have you believe, but 
concerned citizens and patriots. | will represent them in this 
courtroom, such as it is, because no matter where we are, 
we can show that these men and women were acting on 
your behalf for the benefit of all future generations. | will 
demonstrate that the real victims in this sad state of affairs 
are you and everyone else in the solar system. You are the 
victims of a stolen legacy that should instead be carefully 
preserved for posterity. Now granted, one can not entirely 
approve of their methods or perhaps they were overly 
zealous, but their motivation was highly honorable. | would 
even go so far as to say their actions were selfless in terms 
of intentions. No lives were lost but some pride was no 
doubt badly damaged. For this, perhaps the defendants 
should apologize but by no means be punished. If anything, 
they were interfering with the scandalous exploitation of our 
environment. Nature’s harvest is not just there for the 
taking by anyone who can afford the ships to go out there. It 
is a decision that must be left to experts who can weigh all 


of the consequences for our actions in the present. In the 
interest of fairness, we must let those who speak for all of 
the people make such crucial decisions that affect all of our 
lives and the lives of our children. Thank you.” 


Sitting near the rear, Furniko Haruda only partially hid 
her gagging motion from Trevor and Joost. Joost had to fight 
to keep from laughing. He didn’t know whether he hoped 
the cameras had caught it or not. Trevor saw that the cabal 
was going to use this trial as a platform for their annexation 
project. More eyes were on this courtroom than anything 
broadcast in the last ten years. VLC’s drones were still 
monitoring the Military Reserve day and night. Equipment 
and troops were massing, but not at the rate he might have 
expected. Maybe they thought this trial would win over the 
public and military occupation would not be necessary. Then 
again, when did that ever stop them? There were always 
useful idiots to put on the nets supporting the troops but not 
the war. 


Ms. Gallagher had Joost on the stand now. He had told 
of where he was when he heard his engines and train of fuel 
tankers were lost. He talked of how he had to inform the 
families right away and then his brother Bas who was still 
out there working on Titan. The courtroom heard how he 
and the families prayed for the return of their loved ones 
and the joy at seeing them again. He talked about how his 
friend Trevor Van Leeuwan had saved his company and the 
dream of his brother and himself. Van Leeuwan drove a hard 
bargain, he said, but not as hard as it could have been. He 
too was rooting for his success. Ms. Gallagher asked, “So, 
Mr. Van Gelder, do you believe that Titan Fuels is raping the 
environment?” He answered, “Well, when my brother Bas 
started his plant by the hydrocarbon lakeshore he did not 
have to post any no-swimming signs. It is -180° C on Titan.” 
This got a chuckle from the audience which the arbiter 


gaveled down. She continued, “Do you believe that you are 
working against the future of your children or anyone 
else’s?” Van Gelder replied, “Well, | am feeding my six 
children by providing fuel for others and when we trade, | 
help to feed their children, so | would say no. | provide fuel 
that is cheaper for a lot of people who would rather spend 
that savings on their children than on fuel. Besides, if there 
is no present for my children, then how can they have a 
future?” 


The defense council Biddle asked, “Mr. Van Gelder, who 
authorized you and your brother to harvest hydrocarbons on 
Titan?” Joost looked puzzled, “When my brother Bas had this 
idea, we both went to Titan to explore and to test whether 
or not such an idea would work. No one else was even 
interested. The few people we spoke to about it -- like our 
insurance company -- said the idea was unworkable. No one 
was living on Titan and no one had claimed rights to 
harvest. It was our hard work developing a valuable 
resource that brought it to anyone’s attention in the first 
place. In short, no one authorized anything because the 
question is absurd.” Mr. Biddle continued, “Don’t you think it 
would be better left to the experts to decide such things?” 
Joost looked a little angry now and replied, “Mr. Biddle, who 
do you think are more expert or more qualified to analyze 
Titan’s resources than the Van Gelders? How many people 
do you know who have worked in temperatures of -180° C 
for months on end, building pumping stations and plants, 
processing fuel and the list goes on.” Biddle replied, “Well 
now, we have had plenty of activities in Antarctica for 
hundreds of years.” Van Gelder replied, “Yes, and all of the 
facilities in the Antarctic are run by governments. Look at 
them. They are like waste dumps - scars on the land. Look 
at what state owned oil drilling has done in Nigeria, Russia, 
Venezuela, and the list goes on. Look at the busted pipes 
and oil leaking into the seas and wetlands. People who do 


this for a living cannot afford to spill a drop or lose good 
workers to accidents. Those who steal resources in the 
name of the people never had anything to lose in the first 
place, so they are wasteful.” Biddle realized his team should 
have done more research on this witness. 


Gallagher showed video from the ship’s log of the 
Kanenobu-Maru. There was a poker game going on and 
some other crewmen dancing. Some of the crewmen were 
laughing and joking about stuffing the original crew 
members into the escape pods. One of the crew asked, 
“Why does Kynaston think we need to scare these people so 
badly?” Another said, “It’s all a ploy to make them afraid, so 
we can get bigger budgets in the future. It’s kind of a job 
security thing,” he laughed. The logs were not whole but 
there were bits and pieces of personal logs and videos they 
had taken of each other found by the forensics teams. All of 
the evidence was prominently date and time stamped. 
Some showed people suited up in body armor, dripping with 
weapons, grenades, zip ties or other paraphernalia. Many 
were shown in this attire taking off their helmets becoming 
identifiable as the people in the courtroom. Pressure suits 
were personalized so the suits were then matched with the 
defendants. Crewmen from Haruda Metals and Titan Fuels 
along with others including VLC were shown marching at 
gunpoint with their hands tied. Dawn Gallagher put up a 
chart showing stills from the logs in one column with lines to 
mugshot photos of the people in the room. All were tied to 
scenes of handling stolen cargo and/or manhandling the 
victim crews. She listed all of the crimes to which people 
were directly tied or could be shown as accessories. She 
called forensics experts from two separate agencies to 
testify to the authenticity of the video evidence and the 
matches made to the defendants. The famous Stephan 
Lynford Biddle II stipulated to their authenticity to 
everyone’s surprise. 


Next, prosecuting attorney Gallagher called ina 
renowned forensic psychologist, Dr. Ben Moskowitz. She 
played the logs containing Commander Kynaston’s pep talks 
to the crews and more than one planning session to indicate 
the conspiracy. She played forensic team video tours of the 
living areas aboard the stolen ships containing personal 
items of those taking part in the hijackings. There were 
additional logs showing all of them relaxing or 
roughhousing. “Dr. Moskowitz, after viewing these clips, is it 
your opinion that the defendants shown are under any kind 
of duress? Do they act as if they are being forced to be 
there?” Moskowitz replied, “No mam. They appear quite at 
ease in their surroundings and comfortable with each other.’ 
Dawn continued, “So what would you say is the mindset of 
the defendants here?” Dr. Moskowitz paused and said, 
“They show a lot of comradery and enthusiasm for what 
they are doing. From the looks of their quarters, one could 
say they have made these vessels their home for the 
foreseeable future. Their commander, Kynaston, appears 
overall pleased with them and their training though he was 
not handling the setback with the Philo T. Farnsworth well. 
He is not used to losing.” Gallagher said, “Dr. Moskowitz, are 
you familiar with the Stanford Prison Experiment?” The 
psychologist replied, “Yes. It is standard case study in any 
school of psychiatry.” The prosecutor asked, “Could you 
describe it for us briefly sir?” 


, 


“Well yes, to summarize,” said Dr. Moskowitz, “It was 
an experiment done by Dr. Phillip Zimbardo in the late 20* 
century, 1973, at Stanford University, California. A number 
of students volunteered to partake in an experiment where 
half would play the part of prisoners and the other would be 
guards. In a very short time -- though it was only an 
experiment -- the guards became cruel and sadistic and the 
prisoners became withdrawn and submissive. The 
experiment had to be stopped early because it got out of 


hand.” Gallagher continued, “Thank you Doctor, and from 
what you have seen, does it appear that the defendants 
were adopting this behavior?” “Objection, Arbiter, 
relevance?” shot Biddle. Gallagher said, “Goes to state of 
mind of the defendants.” In a monotone, Becker said, 
“Overruled.” The prosecutor continued, “So in your opinion, 
Doctor, the state of mind of the defendants is one of 
righteous authority?” Sitting back, he said, “That would be 
my assessment. They feel they have a moral high ground 
and that somehow the end justifies the means. What’s 
more, they feel this righteousness comes from a higher 
place - this Commander Kynaston, and people above him.” 


“The prosecution has no further questions at this time.” 
The lawyer from Navy Legal Services, Lieutenant 
Commander Achaius Rutherford stood to cross examine Dr. 
Moskowitz. “Dr., would you say these clips show the same 
comradery demonstrated by soldiers or police officers?” The 
doctor replied, “Yes, that would be a very good comparison.” 
Rutherford continued, “And, is it often true that such 
occupations engender a harsh way of speaking as a way of 
emboldening themselves for action?” Thinking for a second, 
Moskowitz answered, “Yes, it is true. Sometimes it is called 
the hot pursuit syndrome. It is a behavior exhibited before a 
fight or flight choice - usually fight. But often it becomes 
habit to people who are afraid of losing their edge, as they 
say. In a significant number of cases, they escalate through 
their force continuum at a runaway pace. | might add, 
though, if we are speaking of psychological profiles, the now 
defunct Federal Bureau of Investigation studies showed that 
police and serial killers exhibit very similar behaviors in 
terms of the power dynamic.” Finally, Rutherford asked, “So 
Dr. is this behavior that authorities exhibit, say, before going 
after poachers who may be armed?” Dawn Gallagher 
jumped up, “Objection Arbiter, my clients are not on trial 
here!” Arbiter Becker noted, “Sustained.” Rutherford said, “1 


withdraw the question. Thank you Dr. Moskowitz. | have 
nothing further with this witness.” 


James Ka’aukai looked nervous on the witness stand, 
but when he spoke it was always with authority. Dawn 
Gallagher displayed the satellite images and data from VLC 
showing three stolen craft parked at the Northern Military 
Reserve. She asked, “Mr. Ka’aukai, do you recognize these 
images?” He replied, “Yes, mam. Those are the three craft 
that had been missing for some time. That one there in the 
foreground is the Nakamura-Maru. The others are the Nome 
and the Klondike owned by Midnight Sun Mining.” She then 
asked, “Please read the date stamps on the video from the 
satellite photos.” James complied. Then she said, “Mr. 
Ka’aukai | understand that you are familiar with the ships’ 
logs data shown earlier. Could you read the dates and times 
for those of Commander Kynaston being aboard each one?” 
Ka’aukai carefully read the dates. “Now, do you see any 
matching dates there Mr. Ka’aukai?” Gallagher asked. He 
named off several then she continued. “So, Mr. Ka’aukai, as 
Director of Soace Operations, have you ever landed your 
Ships in the Northern or Equatorial Military Reserves?” 
James sat back. “As long as | have been Director, | have 
never seen it done. We have so little business with 
governments and none with military that | don’t see how it 
would ever happen.” Gallagher said, “Back to the dates of 
the logs showing the crew with Commander Kynaston, how 
far back would you say are the oldest?” Ka’aukai said, “Well 
mam, not having them here, and including the plasma 
engines, | can only say | was surprised to see dates as old 
as over two Mars years.” 


Lt. Commander Rutherford approached the witness 
stand, “Mr. Ka’aukai, did you attempt to contact anyone in 
the JSO or the Northern Military Reserve regarding the 
status of your ships there? And, if not, could you enlighten 


us as to why?” James replied, “No sir, | did not. It has been 
my experience and that of my company that government 
agencies are very economical with the truth. If we wished to 
recover our property, it would be best not to alert those who 
Stole it in the first place.” “Objection, inflammatory!” 
shouted Biddle. “Strike that last sentence of the witness, 
please,” Becker said to the clerk. Rutherford resumed 
questioning. “So, you decided not to pursue the recovery of 
your property through channels, is that fair to say?” James 
replied, “Yes. Long experience has taught us that 
communications pointing out incompetence or malevolence 
in government agencies is the quickest way for them to 
clam up. After that it could take years of lawsuits seeking 
answers never leading to satisfaction. The best plan was to 
obtain evidence for probable cause.” 


“That is all for now, Arbiter,” Rutherford sat down and 
Stephan Biddle moved to the stand. “Mr. Ka’aukai, as 
Director of Soace Operations, you are aware of the 
increased smuggling we are experiencing?” James, 
answered, “I’m not aware of it. | suppose it depends upon 
one’s definition of smuggling because there’s no such crime 
on the Frontier. And to which we are you referring?” Biddle 
looked annoyed, but continued, “I’m talking about the influx 
of precious metals, hydrocarbons, and rare earths that are 
Showing up in the markets, but not at customs stations.” 
James said, “No. | was not aware of that. You know a lot of 
new alloys are being invented on the Frontier and products 
are being fabricated there. Doesn’t customs make even 
more money on the higher value added?” Biddle continued, 
“Be that as it may, are you aware of a process called asset 
forfeiture, the seizing of assets associated with the 
commitment of a crime?” James replied, “I never considered 
mining to be a crime - only injurious practices. But as to 
forfeiture, yes, | believe many people call that theft or 
punishment without due process, even on Earth.” Biddle let 


that go. “Mr. Ka’aukai, the we! refer to are the great masses 
of the solar system. Do you not believe it is they who are 
wronged by the inadequate collection of customs duties or 
the flooding of the market with cheaper commodities or 
goods?” Ka’aukai said, “On the contrary, as a consumer, 
why would | wish to pay more for everything except quality 
and have fewer choices? Why should | not want 
manufacturers with a profit motive to produce more cheaply 
and competitively by finding new resources or to even 
produce at all? That is a far greater boon to society than 
handing over money to people who don’t understand it. 
Money itself is the best example. Governments artificially 
manipulate its value and in turn injure billions of people ata 
time. It happens every ten to fifteen Earth years, like 
clockwork.” Biddle, clearly frustrated, sat down. “No further 
questions at this time, Arbiter.” 


Chapter Thirty-Four: The Experts 


The Pirates Trial, as it was now known, had recessed for 
the weekend. Back at his home and office, Roberto relayed a 
handwritten message to Trevor brought by a courier - a 
quaint notion, but still very useful in this day and age. The 
message read, “To Patrick, He wants to meet you, tonight, 
8:15 PM. - Sean.” Trevor, of course, was Patrick and Mick 
was Sean. This was the cloak and dagger routine they all 
thought was over the top, until someone tried murdering 
him, Trevor thought. He had not told the other two about 
that yet. Changing cabs a couple of times, Van Leeuwan 
made his way back to The Francis Drake. General Campbell 
was early and already seated at a rear booth. Mick had set a 
reserved sign on it which he normally would not do on a 
Saturday night. Trevor noticed Campbell was dressed in 
street clothes once again as he made his way over and sat 
down. Campbell was up for another bacon cheeseburger so 
Trevor caught Mick’s eye and held up two fingers. Quickly, a 
waitress came over with two fresh beers. 


Jiemba started, “I thought we would have met again 
before now, but | am getting to know a thing or two. I’ve got 
some good oil on those armaments for ya.” He slid a glossy 
brochure across the table. Inside was a picture of a modern 
looking spacecraft with the rail-gun turrets used on some of 
the modified miners craft. The fancy script at the top read 
Berkeley Arms. He slid another over showing an image of a 
pursuit craft perfectly matching the ones that oversaw the 
Farnsworth incident. Inside was an article describing how 
Specialty Coders had perfected the sensor and navigation 
software for this new police/military vehicle. The rest of the 
folder contained brochures for various other implements of 
State control from body armor to full-on battlecruisers. 


Trevor scanned through them, but there were many. “I had 
not thought there were that many people on the gravy train, 
but I’m not at all surprised,” he said. “Of course Specialty 
Coders is in there as always. Conan Detrick is not going to 
withdraw his hand. And all of these guys sit on each other’s 
Boards of Directors. | still wouldn’t set foot on any ship 
Detrick was involved with.” 


Campbell said, “Then there’s Kynaston and that other 
cricketer Sir Richard Marchand, | heard them talking about 
how so many of their stock options will be vesting in the 
near future.” Van Leeuwan said, “Well, at least their 
behavior is consistent with their forefathers. They never 
take anything but a sure bet. Have you been following the 
trial so far?” The General laughed and said, “Of course, | 
wouldn’t miss it for the world! I’m Australian and true blue, 
but if these guys burn, | won’t cry over them.” Trevor said, 
“From the looks of things, Kynaston will probably go down 
for conspiracy, but is there anything that links the 
conspiracy to Aldrich, Detrick, Marchand, or any other 
fixers?” Jiemba took another long sip of his beer. “Funny you 
Should ask that, mate. Rank has its privileges so | made up 
a reason to go walkabout in the Northern Military Reserve. 
They really didn’t like me there asking so many questions, 
but | told them it was a military necessity - our base had to 
have a working knowledge of the other.” 


Van Leeuwan moved closer across the table speaking 
low, “Are you sure you saw everything up there?” Campbell 
asked, “What d’ya mean mate?” Trevor said, “I mean 
everything. The Northern Reserve appears to be connected 
to a secret base much closer to Olympus Mons via long 
tunnels and lava tubes.” He then took out his viewer 
indicating the scans of the other base along with video 
taken from a drone riding on a vehicle. Jiemba clearly now 
saw that the two bases were connected. “Crikey, man, they 


really pulled the wool over my eyes. They said they were 
just enlarging the Reserve a bit.” Trevor said, “They are 
doing more than that, Jiemba, they are preparing for some 
kind of invasion or occupation. Look at all of this equipment 
here. | can see their phony justifications seeping into the 
trial, just wait until the defense gets going, the bullshit is 
gonna rain down hard.” Jiemba looked at more of Trevor’s 
images and video. “Yes, that is exactly what they would use 
to occupy a large civilian area and do it quickly. One 
thousand, maybe two thousand troops. But there’s no sign 
of them. | would know if there was that level of deployment; 
that cannot be easily hidden. There’s something going on 
east of the Reserve, otherwise they would just hollow out a 
space for the troops and leave the vehicles camouflaged.” 


Trevor said, “That’s why | asked about linking these 
others higher up the chain of command and into the civilian 
authority. We’ll never get half of the big kahunas in custody 
here, but exposing them might slow down this pointless 
escalation. Soldiers on Earth are not supposed to follow 
illegal orders. On the Frontier, everyone in that chain of 
command is a co-conspirator.” Van Leeuwan went on to tell 
the General about barely escaping an attempt on his life 
made by Léveque and the latter’s reputation in French 
Polynesia ala Levoisier. Campbell said, “Yes, it sounds like 
someone put a hit out on you and | am doubly glad you 
prevailed. Let me do some digging into this Leveque 
character. There could be more precise information in the 
military records if he was French Foreign Legion or a Franco- 
German regular.” Trevor finally told Campbell of a pep talk 
given to officers at the Northern Reserve along with kudos 
from a bevy of world /eaders. Jiemba was shocked and 
amazed, but not angry. “I should have mentioned it, but | 
did not see all of the preparations until now. It looked like 
another mock exercise. | won’t ask how you knew about 
that, but since you do, you probably know | was there.” Van 


Leeuwan replied, “Yes. And as | recall, you were not very 
excited about it. Can you get the official logs?” 


Stephen Lynford Biddle II tried to draw on that 
confidence of entitlement and sheer bluster that had 
brought him to the pinnacle of his career. “The defense calls 
Dr. Ambrose Sorensen to the stand.” A tall distinguished 
looking man of about seventy took the stand and was sworn 
in. “Now Dr. Sorensen, could you tell us your qualifications 
please?” Clearing his throat, Dr. Sorensen said, “I have a 
Ph.D. in Sociology from the University of Chicago, and | am 
a Professor and head of the Sociology Department at U.C. 
Berkeley. | have written three textbooks on sociology, 
concentrating on government institutions.” Biddle started in, 
“So, professor, you specialize in government institutions 
with particular interests in both theory of government and 
law enforcement, is that correct?” Leaning forward, the 
professor said, “Yes sir, that is correct.” Biddle then asked, 
“Then, sir, what may | ask is the prevailing theory of 
government. By that | mean, why do governments exist?” 
“Objection, relevance.” shot Gallagher. Biddle said, “It goes 
to the state of mind of my clients.” Arbiter Beck said 
tentatively, “Overruled. You may answer the question, 
professor.” 


Professor Sorensen then said, “Well, sir, the theory of 
government is that there exists a Social Contract which is a 
tacit agreement for how we treat each other in society. A 
government is that which oversees us all and guarantees 
that we do treat each other fairly or for those who do not, 
they are punished or corrected in some way.” Biddle added, 
“Professor, do you believe that my clients were acting to 
ensure this fairness? Were they acting as a government?” 
The professor was a bit hesitant, but said, “Perhaps their 
methods were overzealous, but yes, | believe they were 
acting as a government or their agents.” Biddle continued, 


“In what ways do you believe the defendants were acting as 
a government and protecting us all?” The professor said, 
“They were following the orders of a higher level 
government employee, Commander Kynaston. They were 
helping to reign in the illegal collection of resources from 
the outer solar system.” Trevor thought, well, if this witness 
was not thoroughly coached, then he did not know what 
coaching was. Biddle continued, “And, according to what 
you have seen, have the rules of asset forfeiture been 
followed properly?” Gaining confidence, the professor said, 
“Why, of course, the craft taken were the very same that 
were being used to transport smuggled goods! This makes 
them fair game for forfeiture.” Biddle ended, “The defense 
has no more questions, Arbiter.” 


Dawn Gallagher approached the witness stand. “Hello 
Professor, let’s go through the testimony you just gave, shall 
we? Let’s start with the Social Contract. Is this a real 
contract?” Ambrose said, “Well, no mam, we take it as being 
true implicitly.” Dawn came back, “So there’s no Social 
Contract - no written document there.” The professor said, 
“No, but” Cutting him off, Gallagher said, “Thank you Dr., 
now, how does this government come about which you say 
guarantees fairness?” Ambrose said, “In the United States, 
there is the Constitution which gives us our rights.” 
Gallagher said, “So are you saying that no one in the United 
States had rights before the Constitution? What about 
Human Rights?” Slightly peeved, the professor answered, 
“Of course I’m not saying that. The Constitution guarantees 
rights that all people should have. Rights existed before the 
Constitution.” Gallagher continued, “So what about the 
Declaration of Independence? Did that document not say 
that when the rights of man are trampled so thoroughly by 
government that they have the right to rise up and throw off 
that government and to institute a new one?” The professor 
said, “Exactly.” The prosecutor said, “And what if they do 


not wish to institute a new government, having been shown 
how badly they defend liberty?” Ambrose said, “People 
cannot live without government. People cannot manage 
themselves. There would be chaos.” 


“That’s one way of looking at it, Professor.” said 
Gallagher, “Another way of looking at it is peaceful people 
must have freedom of choice. By the requirement of your 
government, did the defendants identify themselves as 
government agents?” The professor said, “Well, | did not 
hear that specifically, no.” The prosecutor continued, 
“Professor, are all governments equally valid? | mean, is the 
government of China more or less valid that the government 
of the UK? China has a constitution which looks very much 
like that of the U.S.” Professor Ambrose looked really 
uncomfortable now, “Well, no, not all governments treat 
their people the same way.” Gallagher then asked, “Did the 
people of China, Brazil, or the United States choose to have 
the governments that they do? Does a baby make a choice 
at birth whether or not he/she wants to live under a 
government?” The professor said, “Well, not exactly, people 
in China did not choose, or their Communist Party or their 
army chose. In the other two, the people voted.” The 
prosecutor asked, did everyone in the thirteen colonies vote 
for the U.S. Constitution?” The Professor answered, “Well, 
no. Women were not allowed to vote, nor slaves, or people 
who did not own property.” “I see,” said Dawn, “And of those 
that voted for the Constitution, how many are left alive? Did 
anyone alive today vote for it?” Professor Sorensen said, 
“Well, implicitly, it is assumed that they approve.” Gallagher 
then asked, “When bureaucrats change rules which have 
the force of law, who votes for that? Sorensen said, “No 
one.” The prosecutor said, “When a citizen has a grievance, 
why must they have to spend large amounts of money to 
sue for action? Can you explain how the government is 
ensuring fairness?” The professor looked drained, “! don’t 


know. | just don’t know.” Sitting back down, Dawn Gallagher 
said, “No further questions for this witness.” 


Next, Mr. Biddle called as his witness, Dr. Natasha 
Ularu. “Doctor Ularu, could you give everyone a synopsis of 
your qualifications, please?” Leaning forward, she spoke 
softly, “I have a law degree from Oxford as well as a Ph.D. in 
International Relations from Oxford. | have served as 
Ambassador to the United Nations from Romania. Currently, 
| am at the European Institute of Government.” Biddle said, 
“That’s very impressive. How familiar are you with the New 
Settlements and the Mars Frontier?” Dr. Ularu leaned 
forward again and said, “I’m very familiar with those 
settlements. | have written several papers on them in the 
last few years.” Biddle continued, “And what was the crux of 
those papers, what did they concern?” Smoothing her hair 
out of her eye she said, “My thesis is that it is time for these 
communities to be folded in under some kind of 
governmental auspices. They have no regulatory agencies, 
public schooling, nor do they have any controls over 
industrialization, or natural resources, zoning, licensing or 
certifications, nor the many other aspects we attribute to 
civilized society.” 


Stephan Lynford Biddle Il asked, “What do you think 
was the purpose of the defendants in the bigger picture?” 
Playing with her brooch, she answered, “I believe they have 
served a purpose in demonstrating what the dangers are in 
moving out into the solar system without protection.” 
Several people in the audience had to suppress their 
laughter, including Trevor, Joost, and Furniko. The problem 
was that she said it with a totally straight face. Biddle then 
asked, “There are rumors that many of the ships venturing 
out there are armed so that should solve the problem, 
right?” To this she became indignant, “No, that is awful. 
Violence only brings more violence. Look what just 


happened! The JSO was attacked by ships with guns! 
Someone could have been killed! Only police and soldiers 
should have guns.” Biddle then asked, “Based upon your 
vast education and experience, do you feel my clients were 
acting in the best interests of Human Rights and fairness?” 
The think tank expert replied, “Yes, of course. They were 
acting under orders from people who know better. Though 
their undercover behavior was excessive, they were 
effective and patriotic. The resources of the solar system 
belong to everyone.” Biddle said, “No further questions, 
Arbiter.” 


Dawn Gallagher approached the witness stand. “Doctor 
Ularu, have you ever spent time in the New Settlements?” 
She said, “I spent four days there last Earth year and a week 
the year before that.” Gallagher asked, “And what research 
did you do in the Settlements? Who did you speak with to 
form the thesis you related to Mr. Biddle?” She thought, “Oh, 
| came in a group and | spoke mostly to them. | did speak 
with a few shop keepers, restaurant owners, vehicle repair, 
etc.. But for my papers, | mostly did library research and 
went over past papers from the Institute.” Dawn continued, 
“These shop keepers you spoke with, did any of them have 
any complaints? Were they plagued by shoplifters, graffiti, 
shortages of supplies, lack of customers, anything?” Dr. 
Ularu looked thoughtful, “No, come to think of it they did not 
have a single complaint. But, they just don’t know how 
much better their lives could be.” Gallagher then asked, “Dr. 
Ularu, do you remember how many of the business people 
had transplanted to the New Settlements?” The government 
expert said, “Oh, almost all of them had. They saved their 
money to go there and start their businesses.” Going 
further, “Was there anything that struck you in particular 
about the Frontier?” Dr. Ularu twirled her long hair for a 
second then, “Oh, everything was so clean and nice. The 
plants all trimmed perfectly. But there were a lot of people 


wearing guns.” Gallagher then asked, “And what did you 
think of that, did you feel unsafe at all?” Dr. Ularu said, 
“Well, at first | was very afraid. But in just a few hours, | 
didn’t see them at all. People were so lovely and polite.” 
Gallagher went further, “So, may | ask, do you have children 
Dr. Ularu?” She said, “Yes. | have two, a boy 8 and a girl 10, 
Earth years that is.” The prosecutor said, “OK, play along 
with me now. Hypothetically, you are home alone with your 
children and two men break into your house with giant 
crowbars and are coming after you. Would you rather have a 
loaded gun in your hand or a phone?” Biddle jumped up, 
“Objection, relevance!” Gallagher said, “Mr. Becker, I’m 
making a point about situational ethics.” “Overruled,” said 
Becker. Ularu panicked and asked the arbiter, “Do | have to 
answer that?” Becker said, “Yes, and you are under oath.” 
Almost crying, she said, “| would want the gun.” 


Gallagher then asked, “Dr. Ularu, would you like a 
tissue? No? OK. Let me ask you this, hypothetically, at your 
Institute, could you or any of your colleagues write a paper 
about the New Settlements demonstrating how clean and 
safe they are? Or about the low cost of living? Or the lack of 
constant fees, payments, and taxes that really do not 
improve anyone’s life?” She looked at Becker again and 
said, “No, no one could write such a paper because they 
would never get money to write another.” Gallagher then 
inquired, “Dr. Ularu, where does your Institute get its 
funding?” The Ph.D. replied, “We get it from all of the 
European countries that support it.” Prosecutor: “And where 
do they get it, from taxation?” Ularu: “Yes.” Gallagher: “Do 
people pay these taxes voluntarily?” Ularu: “Yes, uh, no, not 
really. They would go to jail if they didn’t.” Gallagher: “Do 
you think the people paying taxes want to read your 
papers?” Ularu: “Mostly people at other institutes and 
universities read them.” Gallagher: “So people are paying 
money for services they really don’t want.” Ularu: “1 


suppose that is true. | never really thought about it.” 
Gallagher: “Do you think it would be right for you to use my 
services because | threatened to put you in jail if you 
didn’t?” Ularu: “Of course not, that would be criminal!” 
Gallagher: “So it is all right if a government does it, but not 
all right for me to do it?” Ularu: “Yes, that’s right.” 
Gallagher: “Aren’t governments just made up of people?” 
Ularu: “People work in government which serves the 
people.” Gallagher: “Do you think stealing is wrong? Do you 
teach your children to steal?” Ularu: “Of course it’s wrong. | 
would never teach my children to steal.” Gallagher: “Do you 
think the defendants were stealing or taxing?” Ularu: "| 
don’t Know anymore. You make it sound like they are the 
same thing.” 


Dawn said, “OK, let’s try this. AS a member of an 
international institute with a Ph.D. in International Studies, 
are you a believer in the Right to Self-Determination?” 
Ularu: “Well, yes. Peoples have a right to determine their 
own futures.” Gallagher: “You say Peoples - plural. What 
about people as individuals? Don’t they have a right to 
determine their own future, as long as they are not harming 
anyone else?” Ularu: “Self-Determination means you have 
the right to have your own country.” Gallagher: “What if the 
population of my group is just me? Is there a lower limit to 
the size of your countries?” Ularu: “Some countries are 
pretty small.” Gallagher: "So my neighbors and! can form a 
country then?” Ularu: “No, if you are in a country, you would 
need permission from them.” Biddle jumped in, “Objection, 
Mr. Becker, could the councilor tell us where this is going?” 
Dawn turned to the arbiter and said, “Goes to motive, sir.” 
“Overruled,” said Becker as he sat back. Gallagher 
continued, “But what about my Right of Self-Determination? 
Is that out the window now that I’m actually trying to 
achieve it? | don’t want a war, | just want independence.” 
Ularu: “If you were part of a country, you have to ask 


permission.” Gallagher: “Il understand that people have the 
right to be left alone and not have their stuff stolen by 
arbitrary authority. It sounds like the Right-of-Self- 
Determination is not a serious thing, and neither are 
property rights when it comes to governments, is that 
correct?” Ularu: “I don’t know anymore. Yes.” Gallagher: 
“We are in the home stretch now. You say the defendants 
were acting together, taking orders from Commander 
Kynaston, and he was taking orders from somebody else 
higher up?” Ularu: “Yes, that’s right. That’s what the video 
shows.” Gallagher: “They were all there at the JSO base 
together and they were not under arrest.” Ularu: "Yes, That 
is what it shows.” Gallagher: “So, it looks like the JSO were 
working with the defendants. Is that why there was no 
intervention in the Farnsworthincident?” Ularu: “It appears 
they were working together.” Gallagher: “Now, I’m going to 
show you an additional video to see if this corroborates your 
testimony today. Mr. Becker, | have new evidence | would 
like to introduce. May | transfer It to the court computer?” 
Becker said, “Hold on Ms. Gallagher, | would like to review 
this evidence first, since it is being introduced so late. 
Please meet me in chambers with the Defense Council 
before | allow it to be admitted. This session will recess for 
two hours. Will that be sufficient Ms. Gallagher?” 


In the arbiter’s chambers, Gallagher uploaded the 
video that the VLC drone shot of the conference room with 
Sir Richard Marchand pepping up the crowd, the presidents, 
prime ministers, MPs, government contractors and think 
tank experts, all adding their two cents worth, all in support 
of annexation and making sure they bragged about their 
individual contributions to the project. The blood drained 
from Stephen Biddle III's face as he watched. Of course he 
knew almost every one of the people giving the pep talk. 
The Navy lawyer, Lt. Commander Rutherford also knew 
several of those pictured, but said nothing. Finally, Biddle 


put himself back together and said, “Where’s the relevance 
of this video. None of those people are on trial.” Gallagher 
piped in, “Your witness broached the conspiracy angle, so 
this is relevant. Clearly there has been a conspiracy to 
terrorize Frontier residents and the electorates as well. 
Kynaston takes his orders from Sir Richard Marchand. Both 
are MI6.” 


Biddle waved off her rebuttal, “Look at this video, from 
the angle and the way it is put together, clearly it is not a 
log of any official meeting. This looks more like fruit of the 
poisonous tree.” Mr. Becker asked, “Ms. Gallagher? What 
say you?” Gallagher said, “This was given to Frontier Threat 
Management and obtained through standard probable cause 
practices by Trevor Van Leeuwan.” “There it comes!” 
shouted Biddle, as Rutherford rolled his eyes. “He strikes 
again; the Martian Robin Hood! We should have guessed.” 
Becker said, “Enough editorializing, alright? Let me tell you 
what | am going to do. | have some problems with the video 
as well, but we do not have time to stop the trial indefinitely 
for further investigation. | will allow it on one condition, and 
that is you have substantial corroborating evidence and 
testimony. | will recess this court for two days and if these 
requirements are not met, there will be no video. Will that 
make everyone happy?” When everyone came out of 
chambers, Biddle and Rutherford were beaming. It was 
Gallagher who looked troubled. 


Chapter Thirty-Five: Stand Off or 
Stand Down? 


Next, it was Van Leeuwan’s turn to be disappointed 
when he learned about the video. He was confident the 
court would accept it, but understood why Becker had 
balked. He did not want even the appearance of the Frontier 
courts going down that slippery slope of corruption that was 
SOP back on Earth. Even if General Campbell got Trevor the 
official copy, the result would have been the same. Perhaps 
it was enough that he and others in the New Settlements 
knew of their plans. He received an emergency call from 
VLC Space Operations Center. It was Ka’aukai on the viewer 
always looking cool, but Trevor could hear the agitation in 
his voice. “Trevor, sir, we’re getting some disturbing images 
from the Northern Military Reserve. I’m sending them now 
over your other channel.” Van Leeuwan looked at satellite 
images of the Reserve in a sort of time-lapse. More and 
more APCs were appearing parked at a large cleared area 
near the base. Several had missile launchers though more 
had non-/letha/crowd control weapons such as sonic and 
microwave arrays. All had built in machine guns which were 
never removed. James came back on, “Mr. Van Leeuwan, 
that’s not all. Remember we did not see the personnel to 
match all of that equipment? Well, that’s been changing 
over the last 24 hours. Troop ships have been landing 
regularly with maybe a hundred at a time? We don’t know 
for sure. We are trying to match the external with the 
internal surveillance. There’s a lot of activity down there!” 


Trevor told Ka’aukai to maintain a good record of the 
satellite imagery and to keep him posted. If they started to 
move out, he was to track them and send him the data in 
real-time. He wrote out a quick note, sealed it, and handed 


it to Roberto to get it delivered. Van Leeuwan thought to 
himself; those bastards are finally doing it. They are really 
going to take off their masks and let people see how ugly 
their view of the world is. Then he called in his own Chief of 
Security to beef up the VLC facilities and approaches. He 
had a conference call with several other CEOs and vital 
services along with Frontier Threat Management to give 
them a heads-up. They decided that the invaders would 
need at least two to three days to come overland from that 
distance on top of making their way down into the Va//es 
Marineris to ready their attack. Maybe so, but no one was 
taking any chances. 


Hours later, the first columns of APCs were moving SE 
toward Daedalia Planum and at a pretty good pace. Earth- 
Moon, Mars, and all outposts were buzzing over this 
unanticipated break in the trial. What evidence could this 
prosecutor possibly be talking about, and why did the 
defense look like the cat that swallowed the canary? There 
was nothing to do but wait. 


On the morning the trial was to resume, Ka’aukai 
contacted Trevor to tell him that the convoys had been 
sighted in the west end of the Va//es Marineris. Evidently, 
they had scouted an easier way down than what VLC maps 
had indicated. The canyons were notoriously tricky to map, 
like those on Earth in Utah which defied mapping into the 
215t century. None of that mattered, because movement on 
the valley floor would be faster now. 


The defendants, attorneys, arbiter, victims, and public 
had assembled in the courtroom to resume the defense 
portion of the trial. Becker gaveled, “This court is now in 
session. Ms. Gallagher, do you wish to recall Dr. Ularu to the 
stand?” To everyone’s surprise, Dawn said, “No, Mr. Becker. 
The prosecution wishes to call General Jiemba Campbell of 
the Australian Defense Force as a corroborating witness.” 


The people in the courtroom were looking at each other, 
along with the defendants and their lawyers. Mr. Becker 
asked, “Ms. Gallagher, what is the purpose of this testimony 
today?” She replied, “General Campbell is a corroborating 
witness, with corroborating evidence to that which | 
attempted to introduce before the recess.” Becker, looking a 
bit surprised, said, “Very well Ms. Gallagher, your witness.” 
Dawn approached the General who had been sworn in by 
this time. “General, | understand that you have some 
evidence regarding the conspiracy of depriving my clients of 
their property, businesses, and basic natural rights. What is 
this evidence?” Campbell answered, “Mam, it is an official 
transcript of a meeting held at the Northern Military Reserve 
regarding the plans for invasion and annexation of the New 
Settlements and facilities.” 


The courtroom crowd erupted in a low rumble of 
conversation to which Becker gaveled, “Order, silence 
during these proceedings. Thank you. Ms. Gallagher?” Dawn 
said, “Thank you Mr. Becker. OK, General Campbell, how 
long have you been in the Australian Defense Force?” The 
General leaned forward. “I have been in the Force for 27 
years.” Gallagher continued, “That is quite a long time. And 
did you consider that before you decided to come forward 
with this information?” Jiemba looked up an out over the 
crowd. “Yes, | did. | had wrestled with my conscience for 
some time. This is quite possibly a career ending event for 
me and | come from a military family.” Gallagher let that 
sink in for a few seconds. “So, General Campbell, could you 
tell the court how you came by this evidence? This 
transcript?” Jiemba said, “In the course of my duties, | have 
certain functions such as limited oversight over the other 
bases on Mars. | have access to many of the records in order 
for me to get up to speed on operations here.” Ms. 
Gallagher then asked, “Mr. Becker, | would like to enter this 
transcript into evidence, please.” Becker motioned to the 


clerk and said, “So entered, you may proceed.” The 
prosecutor then asked, “What else can you tell the court 
about this meeting so that we may verify its authenticity.” 
The General said, “Mam, | also attended this meeting. | was 
not enthusiastic about it. | have not been posted on Mars 
very long and | was shocked by what | was seeing.” Dawn 
then asked, “Mr. Becker, may | now enter the official version 
of the meeting, provided by General Campbell here?” 
Becker said, “You may enter the video into the court record, 
madam prosecutor.” Then he motioned to the clerk. 
Gallagher then said, “Mr. Becker, may | play the video for 
the court?” 


The courtroom was deathly silent as they watched and 
listened to the words that would render all of them slaves 
once again to some abstract, violent hierarchy. The 
reactions varied from shock to recognition, to seething 
anger, but they stayed calm with only a low buzzing of 
conversation at the start. When it ended, the courtroom 
erupted. It was pandemonium in what was normally a very 
businesslike place. Becker banged slowly on his gavel as the 
din quieted down. Becker said, “Ms. Gallagher, you may 
resume questioning the witness.” Gallagher said, “Now, 
General Campbell, do the video and transcript match what 
you saw when you were attending the meeting?” Campbell 
answered, “In my opinion, yes. This is by all definition a 
conspiracy. You have several players there, some providing 
manpower and some with equipment. There is a plan with a 
timetable and everyone knows their place in it. The plan is 
for the unlawful taking of the people and property of the 
Mars Frontier, as well as the rest of the resources in the 
entire solar system. It’s monumental in its hubris and in the 
arrogance of the planners. The piracy scheme was just the 
tip of the iceberg.” Dawn Gallagher said, “Thank you 
General Campbell, we have no further questions.” 


Stephen Lynford Biddle II just sat there with his face in 
his hands. He knew his employers would be all over him if 
he didn’t cross-examine, but what was the point? This trial 
was over. He could try to appeal, but he was not hopeful of 
doing it in a Mars Frontier courtroom. In any case, they 
would be replacing him no matter what happened in the 
next ten minutes. Rutherford was not feeling much better. 
He stood up anyway and approached the witness stand. 
“General Campbell, | trust you have made a distinguished 
career in the Australian Defense Force. What must your 
family think of you now? Why would you betray your 
service, your country, and the people of Earth and Mars by 
stealing classified information?” General Campbell 
straightened up in his chair, “Sir, | resent any accusations 
you have made regarding my loyalties. | took an oath to 
uphold the principles of the service and my country which 
includes protecting them from both internal and external 
threats. This includes the exposure and non-compliance with 
illegal orders.” Biddle continued, “I don’t understand, once 
the areas in question were annexed, the orders would be 
perfectly valid. You would be subduing only rebels at that 
point. So please explain.” 


The General paused a moment, then leaned forward, 
“Going along with piracy is not legal. This was not 
privateering. No letters of marque were issued as there was 
no declared enemy. | don’t see the legality of annexation 
either. | did not sign up to the military for conquest. Waging 
an aggressive war, i.e. an unprovoked war against non- 
combatants Is a war crime in spite of how many presidents 
and prime ministers engage in it. How can you call people 
rebels for wanting to hold on to what they have created with 
their own two hands? You see, Australia was once very 
much like the Frontier - dry, deadly, and difficult just to 
survive, but resources enough to make a home for some. My 
ancestors made their homes there and lived off the land. 


They may have even welcomed newcomers if they shared 
their technology and traded for what we knew. They may 
have adopted the concept of property rights if the rules had 
not kept changing. Sinking a well, or a mine, could make a 
piece of land suddenly productive, but that should not have 
meant a small group of people controlling all potentially 
productive land to dole out to their special friends. That is 
exactly what is happening here on the Frontier. It is Australia 
all over again.” 


He gave it a shot. Rutherford was not even going to try 
now. Biddle went back to the defense table. “The defense 
rests, Mr. Becker.” Rutherford stood up also, “The defense 
rests.” The courtroom erupted in a loud cheer. Becker let it 
go for about fifteen seconds, then started the gavel. It took 
another ten seconds for the audience to quiet down. Becker 
said, “Very well, the jury will now enter deliberations.” With 
that, about half of the people filed out of the courtroom, 
including Trevor, Joost, and Furniko. It was a beautiful 
artificial day in front of the Cydonia Decisions building. 
Some of the families of the crewmen and other spacefarers 
came by to wish all of them well. After about a half an hour, 
the news nets started reporting military columns moving 
along the floor in the Valles Marineris west of the 
Settlements, but perhaps a day or more away. When the 
arbiter got wind of it, he immediately sequestered the jury 
into suites right there at Cydonia Decisions. It was certain 
they would not get even a whiff of this development or any 
other while making their decision. 


Outside was a different story. Everyone in the New 
Settlements wearing side-arms began to check them, as if 
they did not do that every day. The insurance and security 
companies rolled out their own weaponry and troops, 
coordinating with their customers’ needs and with each 
other where they were contracted to do so. Barricades went 


up in front of homes and businesses, rations and 
ammunition were checked. Roadblocks went up before the 
government sector boundaries. The Nuclear Power Co-op 
was barricaded with small artillery pieces appearing in the 
Surrounding grounds, with local and contracted guards. Ina 
matter of six hours, the New Settlements were completely 
battened down. They were ready to absorb anything to the 
best of their ability to defend themselves. The news nets 
were beaming it all over the solar system. The next morning 
the jury reported to the courtroom at Cydonia Decisions 
after their comfortable sequestration to be escorted to the 
jury room. Malcolm Aldrich and Ambassador Detrick counted 
themselves lucky to score a couple of seats inside the 
courtroom despite desperate warnings from Levoisier. Their 
future was very much on the line. Those seated in the 
courtroom tried not to make eye contact with the incoming 
jury. Everybody knew what had transpired but them. 


After three hours, the jury filed back into the 
courtroom. Everyone had been called and had taken up 
their seats. The arbiter Becker asked, “Has the jury come to 
a verdict?” To this, the foreman stood up and said, “Yes, Mr. 
Becker, the jury has reached a verdict in this case.” He 
handed a few sheets of paper to the court guard who 
passed it to the judge. The judge began reading the lengthy 
verdict for each of the many defendants for both shared and 
individual crimes. By the end, no sympathy had been 
generated for the defendants. All were found guilty of every 
crime for which they had been charged, individually and 
collectively. The jurors had specified several people, based 
on the evidence, for recommendation of charges in this 
case. The arbiter thanked the jury for their professionalism 
and dismissed them. The trial was over. Upon leaving, Van 
Leeuwan, Haruda, and Van Gelder caught sight of 
Ambassador Detrick and Malcolm Aldrich III being frog 


marched to the detention area. Evidently their crude 
disguises had not fooled professional investigators. 


With the end of the trial and the incredible backlash on 
Earth-Moon as well as Mars, there was a hesitancy to move 
forward with annexation, for now. The armada to the west 
mysteriously turned around and returned the way they 
came. The U.S. Congress had passed the legislation only to 
have the President veto it. They did not try to override the 
veto even though both the votes and their stock options 
were there to support it. Both Congress and the President 
tried to save face. Politicians tried to pretend everything 
was over and even their pet media went silent; but 53 
congressmen and 12 Senators resigned or lost their seats in 
recall elections on both sides. Seventy four Members of 
Parliament lost their seats along with the British, Australian 
and Canadian Prime Ministers. There were a few coups 
d'état, but only a few more than usual. The CCP had a major 
purge, and no one asked questions. 


Van Leeuwan was back in his office, directing the 
construction of his pipeline. Haruda was supplying him with 
tons of steel, alloys, and fabrication. Joost and Bas Van 
Gelder were driving the longest tanker trains in history. They 
all marveled at how the people on the Frontier pulled 
together to support one another. But Trevor Van Leeuwan 
knew it wasn’t over. It never was. 
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